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“Dragon’s Eye is a fantastic tale of a boy who gets caught up in a world he never 

knew existed and finds out he’s part of something much bigger than he knew. It 

is a magical story filled with suspense, intensity, heart, and courage. I loved this 
book...and Pll be waiting for a sequel.” 

—Devon Werkheiser, “Ned,” star of Nickelodeon’s popular daily 

sitcom Ned’s Declassified School Survival Guide 


“This title is a solid addition to the juvenile fantasy collection. The main 
character, Erec Rex, travels to a secret world hidden within our own (a la 
Neverwhere) to save his mother from an evil king.... The story becomes more 
complex and compelling as trust is questioned, friendships forged, and magical 
abilities are discovered. The story touches on issues of social justice, politics, 
and sportsmanship, and would be useful in a social studies class. Young readers 
will enjoy this story and eagerly anticipate the next book in the series.” 
—Meagan Albright, Children’s Literature 


“Erec finds himself competing for one of three nefarious schemes, a crew of 
sneering bullies, sumptuous feasts, allies for Erec, a surprise villain and magic 
worked by everything from explosive ‘nitrowisherine’ to push-button remotes. 
Kingsley speeds her tale along to a climax involving an impulsive dragon.... 
Closing with the news that the young hero still has twelve tasks to fulfill, this 
light but not insubstantial outing definitely belongs aboard the Potter wagon, but 
merits a seat toward the front.” 

—Kirkus Reviews 


“This is an action-packed fantasy filled with rich characters kids will really 
relate to. Erec Rex is poised to take over Harry Potter’s long reign.” 
—Maria Schneider, senior editor, Writers Digest 


“A very good book. Vivid descriptions...a riveting storyline.... [and] a great 
sense of humor. I highly recommend it!” 
—Wands and Worlds 


“Erec Rex contains elements of magic, conflict, and otherworldliness.... 
Kingsley delivers her tale in a light-hearted yet compelling style like that of J. K. 


Rowling or Diana Wynne Jones.... Erec finds friendship and bullies, magic and 
trickery, and clues to his own identity that make for as compelling a read as any 
Hogwarts adventure. 
“The quirky setting is as much a star of this fantasy as any of the characters. 
A castle tipped onto its side, mazes and magical creatures, and cleverly devised 
competitions create an atmosphere any fantasy fan will long to visit. The story is 
peppered with delightful gadgets.... The book concludes with the news that Erec 
has more tasks to fulfill...good news for fantasy readers of all ages.” 
—Carolyn Bailey, ForeWord Magazine 


“Dragon’s Eye tells of the magical trek of a young boy trying to find his mother. 
Along the journey, he also discovers shocking knowledge about himself. This is 
a great story with such incredible detail that you will find yourself enjoying the 
journey.” 

—Autumn Lynn, River Reader Books, Lexington, MO 


“A great read! Author Kaza Kingsley is one to watch!” 
—Jeff Bowen, USA Book News.com 


“Welcome to the world, Erec Rex. Your readers have long awaited you. Erec 
Rex: The Dragon’s Eye is a fun, fascinating book that makes you want to chill 
out for a while and just read. Plus, this book’s brave new world is chock full of 
nifty magical gadgets; cute, dorky, and even scary magical critters (fluffy pink 
kitten, anyone?); and spellbinding people who are mean, magical, or possibly 
dimwits. These lively creations found a platform all their own. Grade: A.” 
—Sherryl King-Wilds, fantasynovelreview.com 


“The Bottom Line: A good read for fans who...can’t get enough of magical 
adventure tales. I bought three copies for Christmas gifts.... I found myself 
engrossed in the mystery of Erec and Bethany’s secret magical past.... accessible 
for teens and adults to enjoy as well.” 

—Epinions.com 
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CHAPTER ONE 


Mrs. Smith 


It was EARLY, far too early to wake up in the summer, when Erec Ulysses Rex’s 
alarm clock went off. The thing paced on its tiny metal legs until it could not 
stand to wait anymore. Then it kicked a marble that hit Erec right in the cheek, 
just below his glass eye. 

Erec rubbed his face and moaned. He opened his good eye. His alarm clock 
was doing a kind of end-zone dance. It pirouetted toward a pen and booted it 
expertly into Erec’s ear. Erec groaned. The obnoxious thing would pounce on 
him if he didn’t get up fast. He could always throw it across the room, but it 
would only find its way back. And then tomorrow it would wake him even 
earlier. 

“Leave me alone. I told you I can sleep late. It’s summer.” As Erec pried his 
head from his pillow, something grabbed his mouth. It was his toothbrush, 
another annoying gift from his mother. It shook its brush head over Erec’s teeth, 
gripping his lips with its thin arms and legs. Erec almost choked. 

He yanked the toothbrush from his mouth, threw it on the floor, and watched 
it run from the room. Last night Erec had jammed the alarm clock in the back of 
a bathroom cabinet. He wondered if the toothbrush had helped it escape. 

Long ago, when they could afford such things, his mother had ordered these 
strange, lifelike objects from some store named Vulcan. As he grew up, he 
became used to these creatures and thought of them almost as pets. But his 
mother insisted on hiding them from visitors, who if they saw them might think 
they had completely gone crazy. 

It was the start of another bad day, in a bad week, in what Erec thought was 
a very bad year. His large family kept moving to smaller and smaller places, and 
growing poorer and poorer. In fact, they had moved nine times this year alone. 
That left hardly enough time to make friends, let alone say good-bye when he 
moved again. 


A few days ago, twelve-year-old Erec, his siblings, pets, and their adoptive 
mother, June O’Hara, moved into what the landlord called a “very modest 
apartment” in New York City. “Of course,” he added, “legally, this is too small 
for you all to live here.” Erec thought the landlord was being generous in his 
description. Rather than crowding on the couch with his brothers, Erec slept in a 
small closet with the washing machine. He hoped his mother didn’t find more 
strays—for that’s what they all were. 

All of the children in Erec’s family were...well, unique. Erec had a glass eye 
(which was really a sort of plastic). Eleven-year-old Nell needed a walker. 
Trevor, nine, rarely spoke. The thirteen-year-old twins, Danny and Sammy, were 
found alone and abandoned. And four-year-old Zoey could be more than a little 
wild. 

Erec was tall and thin with dark hair that was straight in front and wildly 
curly in the back. His glass eye did not quite match his blue one. But Erec had 
another problem, far worse than his odd hair and eye. It was something he called 
“cloudy thoughts.” 

Erec’s cloudy thoughts left him dizzy and hazy, like polluted clouds were 
spinning through his brain. They made his stomach leap into his throat and 
threaten to hold a Boston Tea Party, dumping its contents out while singing a war 
chant. But worst of all, once a cloudy thought popped into his head, it was like 
an order. It would grab him like a sumo wrestler, terrifying him until he followed 
its command. He felt like a puppet, out of control. No matter how hard he 
fought, he had to obey. 

So far the odd things he was ordered to do were good, like putting pillows at 
the bottom of the stairs moments before Zoey crashed down, or grabbing her 
before she ran in front of a car. He was glad to help, of course, but mostly felt 
like an unpaid, nauseated babysitter. And a freak. It was like coming down with 
an extremely annoying combination of ESP and the stomach flu. But, worse, he 
was haunted by a fear: What if someday he was commanded to do something 
terrible? 


Erec had not slept well. A loud click had woken him in the middle of the night. 
He’d figured it was probably a new apartment sound. His stomach had churned 
for a bit, but, luckily, he’d fallen back to sleep. 

He combed the front, straight part of his dark hair, not bothering with the 
tangled curls in back, and stepped over his sleeping dogs, Tutt and King. The 


coat rack, another of his mother’s purchases from Vulcan, nearly bumped into 
him as he stumbled by in the hallway. It tried to get attention, tap dancing on the 
carpet, flapping its wooden arms. Erec waved it away. 

Sunlight streamed into the small kitchen, glinting off the twins’ sandy brown 
hair: Danny’s standing on end, and Sammy’s pulled into a ponytail. Long and 
lean, Danny wolfed Flying Count cereal from a box. He rolled his bright blue 
eyes at Erec. “She woke me up.” 

Sammy hunched in her chair with a frown. “You’d have woken me if that 
big...clown was in your room staring at you.” 

“Yeah, right.” Danny munched more cereal. 

“What are you talking about?” Erec asked. 

“That.” Sammy pointed at an immense woman overflowing a plastic folding 
chair by the front door. She did look like a clown. Unnatural white powder 
coated her face. Her orblike cheeks were decorated with bright red circles of 
makeup like great balls of fire. Her nose bulged, and thick blue war paint 
surrounded her slitlike eyes. Slick black hair clung to her wide face, coming to a 
point at her first chin. A small wedge of bangs in the middle of her forehead 
made her already heart-shaped face look like an ill-conceived valentine. 

“Who is she?” 

“The babysitter. Must be magic she doesn’t break that chair,” Sammy 
whispered. “I woke up, and she was standing over my bed staring at me. I 
thought I was in a nightmare.” 

“Did she wake Nell and Zoey?” 

Sammy shook her head. “She was only staring at me.” 

“Another admirer. Clowning around.” Danny batted his eyes and fanned 
himself with his hand. 

“Shut up.” A grin took over Sammy’s face. 

Danny lowered his voice. “Clown convention gathers in honor of Sammy 
Rex. Awed by her beauty, they crown her Clown Queen.” He raised his 
eyebrows. “Oh, no! Your nose is starting to puff!” 

Sammy giggled, the moming’s bad start forgotten. 

“Mom doesn’t go out this early,” Erec said, looking around for her. “And she 
doesn’t get sitters anymore. Where did she go?” 

Danny shrugged. “To find work, I guess.” He shoved his cereal at Erec. 
“Want some?” 

Erec took a handful of miniature flying counts. His mother had to work 
several jobs to support them all, he knew that. But it felt like he never saw her 


anymore. 

The toaster, another Vulcan special, shot two pieces of burnt toast at Erec’s 
chest. He caught them, looked them over, and put them on the counter. “I’m sick 
of toast.” The toaster puffed smoke and plopped on the counter. 

“Mom forgot to hide the Vulcan things,” Erec pointed out. “The coat rack is 
wandering the hall. What if the sitter sees?” 

“She’ll think she’s crazy,” Danny said, liking this idea. “It could be fun.” 

Suddenly the room started spinning. Erec grabbed the counter and took a 
deep breath to steady himself. His stomach twisted and did somersaults like an 
acrobat. In the distance, it sounded like Sammy was asking if he was all right. 

Fear filled his chest. It was happening again. He would be ordered to do 
something, yet he would fight it with every ounce of his being because it made 
him feel so terrified and out of control. 

Then the cloudy thought commanded him: Go find your mother. 

Where? 

Outside the east entrance of Grand Central Station. The hot-dog stand. She 
would not be there, he somehow knew, but he had to go there to find her. She 
was not hurt but lost. 

Erec dropped into a chair and crossed his arms. The dizzy feeling was gone, 
leaving him gagging. This was ridiculous. His mom was fine. Now he had to run 
across town because she got lost on the way to a job interview? No way. He was 
staying right here. His mom could buy a map. It was bad enough having to help 
little Zoey. This was not fair. 

Erec grabbed his seat, fighting his body’s urge to run to Grand Central 
Station. His feet danced around him, and his legs shot under the table, trying to 
push him up. 

Danny cocked an eyebrow. “Are you getting one of those cloudy things 
again?” 

Erec nodded. He gripped the chair, fighting the urge to stand, until his hands 
ached. He had to give in. He would not rest until he followed the command. “I 
gotta get out of here,” he said. “I have to find Mom.” He got up. 

“How will you find her?” Sammy said. “She didn’t leave a note.” 

Danny shrugged. “He’ll find her, all right. He’ll crash into her by accident. 
Remember when he was studying, and he had to run outside in his pajamas and 
pick up a garbage can, and he didn’t know why? And it turned out that scrawny 
cat was pinned under it.” 

Erec wished he could forget. It was bad enough to be forced to do things for 


other people, let alone every animal around. Was he servant to the universe? 

He ran without thinking through his sisters’ room, into the closet where his 
mother slept, and picked up a picture of his mother holding Zoey. 

Nell stayed asleep, but Zoey stood on her cot, blond curls falling messily 
over her purple nightgown and around her wide hazel eyes. She looked at the 
picture and danced around the room. “It’s me! It’s me!” 

So this cloudy thought involved taking a picture of his mother to a hot-dog 
stand where she was not going to be in order to find her. Erec shook his head and 
shoved the picture in his pocket. 

The fortresslike babysitter perched by the front door. Her eyes widened 
when she saw Erec and then settled back into serene, feline watchfulness. She 
reminded him of a strange dream where one of his cats grew huge and tried to 
eat him. “I’m going out...” 

The sitter raised a finger, watching the tiny television. A news story blared: 
“Thanatos Baskania, the self-dubbed Crown Prince of Peace, continues his push 
for peace on earth. He says our world leaders need a larger power guiding them 
to bring us the peaceful existence we deserve. Baskania and his many 
multinational corporations are putting enormous amounts of money and people 
power into this ‘larger power,’ the new world peace organization, Eye of the 
World. Today, amid much controversy, Eye of the World has been accepted as 
the ruling body of the United Nations.” 

The babysitter nodded with a thin-lipped smile. “Good man,” she croaked. 
Red-haired Trevor snoozed, oblivious, on the couch. 

Erec’s toes were tapping, ready to run. “TIl be back soon.” As he reached for 
the door, though, the clown-woman flicked an umbrella from under her chair and 
whacked the knob. Erec jerked his hand away just in time. 

“Nobody leaves the apartment.” The sitter’s voice sounded like a rake 
scraping gravel. “Don’t you introduce yourself, young man?” 

“I’m sorry.” He reached for the doorknob again, and as he did the umbrella 
rose in the air. His hand dropped. 

“You’re Sorry. Okay, Sorry. Call me Mrs. Smith. What are the twins’ 
names?” 

“Danny and Sammy.” 

“Hmm. Danny and Sammy.” 

Just then the coat rack sauntered into the room juggling three hats. Erec held 
his breath, waiting for the sitter to scream. He should have thrown the coat rack 
in the closet. 


The sitter’s beady eyes, swimming in blue makeup, coolly stared at the coat 
rack without a trace of surprise. The coat rack seemed offended and threw a 
fourth hat into the air, as if to get more attention. 

“T have to go. We’re out of food.” Erec touched the knob just before the 
umbrella smacked it, this time grazing his fingers. 

“No OUT!” rang like a jackhammer from her lips, and then a bland smile 
took over her face. 

“But there’s no food.” The cloudy thought gripped him and his knees 
knocked. 

The babysitter shrugged. “I don’t think you’ll starve to death.” Her eyes 
narrowed to slits. She sucked her puffy cheeks in as if she was trying not to 
laugh. 

Erec tried to grab the doorknob with an arm up to deflect the umbrella. This 
time, however, its unusually large handle caught him around the waist and 
yanked him in front of Mrs. Smith. “Do that one more time,” she rasped, “and 
PIl have to tie you up.” Her tight frown turned into a small grin. “But don’t 
worry. We’re all going soon enough. So run along, Sorry.” 

Erec flew into the kitchen, where the twins sat gawking. 

“She’s batty,” Sammy said. “Don’t worry. We’ ll get you out of here.” 

Erec was ready to jump the six floors to the sidewalk. “Where’s Zoey?” 
Danny asked. “We could sic her on Mrs. Smith, and you can escape while she 
runs away in terror.” 

“Look.” Sammy pointed. Mrs. Smith angrily swatted her face while Zoey, by 
her feet, chewed and stuffed paper into a pen shell. A spitball sailed into Mrs. 
Smith’s puffy nose. She tried to kick Zoey without getting up from her chair, but 
Zoey rolled away, laughing. Danny and Sammy giggled. 

Zoey steadied herself and blew a spitball into Mrs. Smith’s open mouth. 
Mrs. Smith spat into her hand. She tried again to kick Zoey, but missed. 

“It’s like she’s glued to that chair,” whispered Sammy. She picked Zoey up. 
“You’re going to get hurt, honey. Let the sitter rest. Did you go potty yet?” 

“She’s such a mom,” said Danny. 

“And you’re such a pest,” said Erec. The drive to leave was so 
overwhelming, Erec could hardly breathe. 

“Shh.” Sammy winked at Erec. She took Zoey into the bathroom and called, 
“Mrs. Smith, Zoey needs help.” 

The sitter filed her nails. 

“Mrs. Smith! We need you.” Sammy sounded desperate. 


Mrs. Smith held out her hand to admire her filing job. “Bathroom help is not 
in my job description.” 

“Please. She’s getting sick.” 

“Ts she really,” the sitter said in a gravelly voice. It sounded more like a 
statement than a question. She hummed quietly and filed the nails on her other 
hand. 

Zoey left the bathroom, obviously needing no help, trailing a long stream of 
toilet paper. When Erec looked into the bathroom, his breath left him. It was as if 
he had been plunged into ice water. 

His mother’s glasses sat on the bathroom counter. The thick black frames 
were held by a thin, silky chain. His mother never went anywhere without those 
glasses hanging around her neck, although she rarely used them. In fact, Erec 
had never seen them off her. She even slept with them, and he often wondered 
how she kept from crushing them. 

Erec grabbed the glasses. His feet moonwalked toward the front door under 
the control of his cloudy thought, until he stamped them a few times. “Look 
what I found.” 

“Wow,” said Sammy. “I’ve never seen those off her before.” 

“She never even uses them,” Danny said. “Maybe she’s finally sick of 
them.” 

It was true. The only times Erec saw his mother actually put the glasses on 
her face was when she was alone and thinking. She would stare into space. 
Afterward, her eyes would be red. When Erec asked why, she would say they 
made her eyes water. 

He looped them around his own neck, sure she would want them when he 
found her. Danny tried to pull them off for fun, but the chain caught. 

“T have to get out of here.” Erec looked around, breathing fast. 

Danny winked and picked Zoey up. “Pll be under my bed,” he whispered. 
“If this works, run for it.” 

In a few minutes Zoey skipped back, a delighted grin on her face. “Danny’s 
climbing out the window. He’s probably already gone!” 

Mrs. Smith shot from her chair like a coyote after a roadrunner into Danny’s 
room. Her thick, stubby legs and long feet flew over the beige carpet. 

“What are you waiting for?” Sammy asked. “Go!” 

Erec felt for his mother’s picture and made sure the glasses were around his 
neck. “Come with me?” 

“Nah. I’d rather see what the sitter does when she finds Danny under the 


bed. Now go!” 

Trevor snored on the couch, gripping his action figures of Franklin Stein, the 
Super A springball team guardian, and a Cyclops. Erec was sure they were 
duking it out in Trevor’s dreams. He darted down the stairs and ran three blocks 
before he dared look over his shoulder. There was no sign of the babysitter 
chasing him. 

Little did he know that he had taken only the first few steps of a very long 
journey. 


CHAPTER TWO 


Where the Sidewalk Opened 


Ar THE END of the block, a crowd formed behind a barricade. Super A Team 
sports celebrity Mighty Joe Liath strolled out in shorts, a muscle shirt, and the 
Super A eye patch, flexing his huge biceps. 

Erec wished Trevor could be there. Trevor owned all the Super A Team 
cards and figurines, knew the players’ statistics, and had seen all of their movies. 
He even liked the greasy food at the Super A King fastaurants. A man followed 
Joe Liath with a movie camera and another threw him a barbell, which Joe 
tossed high like a baton. He caught it behind his back and spun to flash a toothy 
grin at the camera. 

Erec wanted to stay and watch, but his shoes tapped the sidewalk, ready to 
go. He pushed through the thickening crowd until the way was clear. He let his 
feet direct him down an alley. 

A boy his age walked by with his parents, laughing. Erec wondered what it 
would be like to have a real father. His had deserted him when he was three. 
What would it be like to have happily married parents, who bought him ice 
cream and went for walks with him? He knew his father was alive somewhere, 
but he had no interest in finding him. 

A long line led to the hot-dog stand outside of Grand Central Station. People 
were walking fast everywhere. His mother was nowhere in sight. He stopped in 
front of Herman Howl’s Finest UnderWear in the World and looked around. 

This was great—being rushed by a cloudy thought to do nothing. Then his 
hand, on its own, shot into his pocket. 

Of course—the picture. He had to ask if anyone had seen his mother. The 
short, chubby man at the hot-dog stand had been there last night when they had 
bought hot dogs together. Maybe he’d remember her. 

“Want another dog, kid?” The vendor ran sausagelike fingers through what 
was left of his oiled black hair. 


Erec pulled out the picture. “Actually, I’m looking for—” 

“Whadda ya want?” The man looked past Erec at the forming line. Erec held 
up the picture. The vendor’s mouth dropped and then returned to its original 
scowl. “Never seen her.” He fidgeted with his tongs. 

“How did you know I was looking for her?” 

He glanced at the next customer. “What else would you be asking? Next!” 

“But we were just here yesterday—” 

“Next!” 

The man behind him stepped up to the cart and ordered a soft drink. Pushed 
to the side, Erec kicked a chunk of concrete into a gutter. The hot-dog vendor 
didn’t remember his mother. Asking any stranger about her would be pointless. 

Still thinking, he crossed the street and almost walked into a man working at 
a newsstand. The man was thin, with wild-looking dark blue eyes and sparse 
brown hair. Something about him made Erec cringe. He was strangely familiar, 
like a person from one of his nightmares. 

A girl Erec’s age with long, wavy, dark hair and butterscotch skin bounced 
over from the newsstand after helping a customer. “Let me guess,” she said. “I’m 
a great guesser. Candy, right? No, it’s more serious. Something for your mom, I 
think. Headache medicine?” 

The newsstand man said roughly, “You buying something?” Erec shook his 
head and the man crossed his arms. “What? You’re wasting my time, kid.” 

Erec reached into his pocket for the picture and held it up. “Have you seen 
her?” 

The man grabbed it. “Where did you get this?” 

The brown-haired girl peeked at the picture. Her eyes widened. 

The man stepped closer. “This isn’t a lost-and-found service. You’re pretty 
young to be out here all alone.” He moved closer, too close. “Are you lost? 
What’s your name?” 

The man’s cologne smelled familiar and awful. It gave Erec a chill, and his 
stomach rose into his throat. He grabbed the picture and quickly walked away. 

“Wait!” The girl chased him. Her dark brown eyes sparkled as she waved a 
candy bar over her head. “You forgot this.” 

Her dress was too small, Erec noticed, and all different colors. He had never 
seen clothing patched so many times. “I didn’t buy any candy,” he said. 

She stuffed it in his hand and whispered, “I’ve seen her. The picture. Meet 
me in front of Water Lilies around the corner.” She hurried away. 

Erec eyed the candy bar and looked up at the girl. He couldn’t believe she 


recognized his mother. As he rounded the corner he saw the man yelling at her. 

Time seemed to stop as he waited in front of Water Lilies plant shop. Right 
when he was sure she wasn’t coming, the girl dashed around the corner, eyes 
flashing. “I’m Bethany Evirly. My Uncle Earl can’t see us talk. Believe me, you 
don’t want to know him. And I didn’t like the way he was looking at you.” 

“That makes two of us.” Erec glanced up the street, almost expecting her 
Uncle Earl to charge around the corner. 

“Tt’s okay. I’m supposed to be getting his favorite coffee.” Bethany pointed 
at a small, dark coffeehouse called Drips. She stared for a moment at Erec’s 
glass eye and quickly looked away. 

“Let me see the picture again.” Erec handed it to her. “Yup, definitely her. 
I’ve worked here most of my life. I don’t miss much. Especially the weird stuff.” 

“What was weird? Where did you see my mom?” 

Bethany paled. “It was your mom? I should have guessed.” She looked 
down. “Well... saw her this morning. She went into the underground place. I 
always notice when people do that.” 

“What, the subway?” Erec asked. 

“No. It’s like a secret passage underground. I told you weird things go on 
here. Two big men were with her. It looked like...” Her voice trailed off. 

“What?” 

“Like she was being taken somewhere,” Bethany said. “Like she couldn’t 
get away from them. This morning Uncle Earl brought me here an hour early, at 
four. It was awful, dark and cold. I had to set up the newsstand by myself, and 
Uncle Earl just sat around until these two huge men with eye patches showed up 
with her. She looked really angry. My uncle ran over to meet them. I think he 
was expecting them.” 

Air slipped from Erec’s lungs. He felt like he was collapsing. His mother 
was not okay after all. “Are you sure it was her?” 

“Positive. They were under a streetlamp.” 

“Show me where that underground place is. I’m going to find her.” 

Bethany crossed her arms. “It’s not that easy.” 

“What are you talking about? Let’s go.” 

“You can’t just walk in.” 

“Why not?” Erec grabbed Bethany’s wrist and pulled her toward Grand 
Central Station. She yanked back. 

“Listen. I’m trying to tell you. It’s not part of the normal subway system. It’s 
a...special subway or something. I’ve seen people using it for years. It’s hidden. 


My uncle watches it all the time. He must know all about it, but he won’t admit 
anything.” 

Her face softened. “Anyway, I figured out how it works. I’ve spied on 
Gerard, the hot-dog man. He makes it open. People tell him a password and he 
pulls a lever in his cart. The sidewalk opens at the bottom of some steps, and 
more steps go down. After people go in, the sidewalk slams shut over their 
heads. It’s strange, people walk by like they can’t even see it, but it’s clear as day 
to me.” 

Erec put his hand over his face. So, this was why he was here. His mother 
was in danger. The cloudy thought told him she wasn’t hurt. He hoped it stayed 
that way. 

“Do you believe me?” Bethany looked at him sideways. 

Erec nodded. “How do I get in?” He wasn’t sure why, but he had a feeling 
she wouldn’t lie to him. 

“We tell Gerard the password and run down the steps. But my uncle can’t 
see us, or it’s all over.” 

“Us? We? I don’t think so. I better go alone.” 

Bethany shuffled her feet, but looked him in the eye. “I’m going with you. 
That’s the deal. Or no password.” 

“But you could be stuck under the sidewalk.” 

“So could you.” 

“T have to find my mom. You don’t have to go. And the last thing I need is 
your uncle chasing us. I’m sure he’ll look for you.” 

“He doesn’t know I can get in there.” She grabbed his arm. “I’ve thought 
about escaping forever. Earl doesn’t care about me. He’s just stuck with me 
because my parents died when I was little. He makes me work night and day, and 
he won’t even buy me another dress.” She looked down at her dirty, patched 
frock. 

“But what if we get stuck? What if it’s a criminal hideout?” 

“Pll risk it. If Pm running away, I’m going somewhere totally different, and 
I think this is my best bet. I’ve always wanted to see what was down there. Plus, 
what better way to begin than by helping you find your mother?” 

Erec did not like the idea of Bethany’s Uncle Earl chasing them, but going 
underground alone wasn’t so great either. “How can we get in without him 
seeing?” 

They peeked around the corner. Earl was searching up and down the street. 
“He’s looking for me. Let’s go around the block. We’ll hide behind people and 


duck when we get to the hot-dog stand. Pretend you’re tying your shoes.” 

Luckily, Grand Central Station was growing more crowded. They walked 
behind three men in blue suits to Herman Howl’s underwear store and ducked 
beside the hot-dog stand. Bethany pointed at empty concrete steps near a wall. 
They appeared to be a dead end. 

Gerard, the vendor, peered over his cart at them, thick eyebrows raised. “You 
again? You buying this time? If you want to play games, kids, go find a park.” 

Bethany looked up. “There is more to the earth, wind, and sea. Old magic 
remember me.” 

Gerard’s eyebrows shot up and back like two fuzzy boomerangs. His face 
softened. “You gotta be kidding. You’re a couple a kids.” 

Bethany looked as worried as Erec felt. She looked at Gerard and said, 
louder, “There is more to the earth, wind, and sea. Old magic remember me.” 

Gerard raised his hands. “Aright, aright. You got your sixty bucks?” 

“What?” Erec stuffed his hands in his empty pockets. 

“Thirty each. You don’t think it’s free anymore, do ya?” He looked at them 
suspiciously. 

Erec frowned. “We don’t even have that much at home.” 

Bethany smiled broadly. “I have ninety-eight dollars and sixty-three cents in 
my money belt.” 

Erec was impressed. “How do you know the exact amount?” 

She shrugged. “I’m good with numbers.” 

Erec shook his head, not liking the idea. “We might have to pay to get back. 
Maybe another sixty. One of us could be stuck in there.” 

“T won’t come back.” She grabbed Erec’s wrist. “I promise, if there’s only 
enough for one ticket back, Pll give it to you.” She counted out sixty dollars. 

Gerard pursed his lips and drummed his sausage fingers on the cart. “Are 
you two, perhaps, hiding from someone?” He looked over his shoulder at the 
newsstand. 

“Ts that any of your business? Here.” Bethany shoved the money at him. 

“Hmm.” Gerard’s face smoothed out. “I guess it isn’t my business.” He took 
the money and then helped two customers who looked down at Erec and 
Bethany with amusement. When they left Gerard smiled. “Password again?” 

Bethany took Erec’s hand. “Ready to run?” She nodded at Gerard. “There is 
more to the earth, wind, and sea. Old magic remember me!” 

Gerard pushed away a red vinyl cloth in his cart and pulled a shiny metal 
lever. “Aren’t you kids taking anything with you?” 


“No,” they both said. 

Bethany and Erec darted behind passersby. The sidewalk opened at the 
bottom of the steps, before their eyes. More steps descended into the darkness. 
Erec and Bethany flew down moments before the concrete slammed shut. 

Erec was sure he had heard Gerard shout something about great new 
underwear at Herman Howl’s if they needed it. 


CHAPTER THREE 


In FES Station 


Tre CONCRETE SLAMMED shut over their heads so fast Erec wondered what 
would have happened if they had gone down the steps slower. Bright lights 
flashed on in the low, sloping ceiling. Bethany and Erec ran down to a landing 
where more steps led down. These led to another landing, then another. Growing 
tired, they slowed down to a walk. 

“You don’t suppose these go on forever, do you?” Bethany asked. 

Erec glanced back the way they had come. “It’ll feel like forever when we’re 
climbing back up.” 

Bethany, though, was looking the other way. “I’ve been wondering what’s 
down here for years.” 

The air felt thicker as they went downward. It was heavy somehow, almost 
lifeless. The farther they went, the more unpleasant it became, until each breath 
felt contaminated. Erec craved the fresh air he’d left behind. He had an urge to 
run back up, but he remembered his mother needed him. Bethany’s lips were 
pinched together, her eyes squinting. 

After countless flights of stairs, the passage ended at a knobless gray metal 


door. Both of them pushed, but it did not budge. A sign at the side read WELCOME 
TO FES (FEE EVERY STOP) STATION, OUR NEW AND IMPROVED HUB OF TRANSPORTATION, 


WITH NEW AND IMPROVED FEES, MONITORED BY PRINCE, INC. Below the sign was a 
red button. 

Erec gestured. “After you.” 

Bethany solemnly pushed the button. The door slid open long enough to let 
them in, then slammed behind them. They walked into an oval station that 
seemed as big as Grand Central was above. People of all shapes, colors, and 
sizes rushed to and fro: men in business suits, teachers with classes of children, 
couples, and families. Kids roamed in small packs. Some wore odd clothing, 
shiny silver jackets and pants, or long black or blue hooded cloaks and robes. 

“Tt must be an underground part of Grand Central,” Erec said, thinking out 


loud. The air around him still felt strange, wrong. It was almost as if it weighed 
more, not in his chest exactly, but on his mind. “This place is stressing me out. I 
don’t know why, though.” 

“T feel the same way. Everything seems creepy. It’s like all of a sudden, the 
whole world feels sad...or angry somehow.” 

The ceiling was around sixty feet high. Shops and restaurants lined the walls. 
Some were familiar: Super A King fastaurants and Burger Rama. But most were 
new, with interesting names like Sky High Chilly, A Fine Kettle of Fish, Animals 
or Minerals Vegetarian Cuisine, and Molten Lava Sundaes. There seemed to be a 
lot of underwear shops. 

“This is so much cleaner than the rest of Grand Central,” Bethany said. “And 
look at that shop, No Fear Flying Gear. How could that stay open in a train 
station?” 

“Yeah, and all those underwear stores. I don’t get it.” 

“Maybe it’s because people are traveling. They might forget to pack 
underwear.” Bethany shrugged. 

Erec peered through a shop window. “I don’t even see underwear in those 
stores. Just weird, shiny clothes.” 

“Maybe they hide it in the back so nobody will laugh at the people who 
forgot it.” 

Erec laughed. “You’ve got to be kidding.” The strangeness of the station 
almost made him forget the pressing sadness in the air. “Hey, check out that 
store, Cavern in a Canyon. And...what was that?” His finger froze. 

“What?” Bethany nudged him nervously. “I don’t see anything.” 

“A door disappeared.” He turned to her. “I thought I was seeing things, but 
then I saw another. Look.” All around the walls, people walked into thin doors 
that vanished when they shut. New doors appeared, and people casually strolled 
from them, sometimes buying coffee at Under Grounds and going back into the 
same door, which disappeared. 

The doors all looked the same: plain brown wood with gold doorknobs and 
small gold plaques. Sometimes they appeared in front of a food stand, and then 
they would shrink to half size to fit in the short wall under the counter. People 
would crawl through, spilling their coffee and grumbling. 

“Let’s check them out,” said Bethany. 

“We’d better look for my mom.” Erec turned to see if the door he and 
Bethany came through had disappeared. It was still there, thankfully. Made of 
painted metal, it looked quite different than the wooden ones. A big green neon 


sign over it flashed UPPER EARTH. Erec pushed to make sure it opened back to the 
concrete steps. It would not budge. 

A computerized voice sounded from the door. “Password?” 

Erec repeated the password they had told Gerard, but the door remained 
closed. 

Nearby, Bethany slid her hands over a wooden door, shaking the knob. “I 
can’t open it.” 

A tall man with a pinched nose and hair greased over a large bald spot 
squinted at her through a monocle. “Excuse me? Are you trying to break into my 
house? Need I call the police?” He pointed to gold numbers on a plaque reading 
2211. 

“No. I’m so sorry.” Bethany’s face was red. “I’ve never seen one of these. I 
just wanted to see how it worked.” 

The man’s eyebrows shot up. “Never seen a Port-O-Door?” He whipped out 
a camera and took their picture. “Just in case.” He patted the camera and 
murmured a code after they walked away. The door slammed behind him and 
vanished. 

“Bethany, the door from the stairs is locked. We’re stuck here.” 

Bethany looked shocked. She pounded on the door, saying the password and 
as many variations of it she could think of. Finally she gave up. 

“Well, I don’t care. I don’t ever want to go back, anyway.” She bit her lip. 
Erec took a breath of the heavy air. This better be the right way to find his 
mother or he was really in trouble. They wandered farther into the huge station. 
After a few steps, Bethany stopped and pointed up. They had walked past a 
lower ceiling rim and could now see all the way to the top. It was moving, full of 
changing, swarming colors. 

“What’s that?” Erec asked in awe. 

Bethany looked pale. “People.” 

Erec looked harder. She was right. There were people...yes, he was sure 
they were people, flying by the ceiling. Most were alone or in pairs; no children 
were up there. While they were doing something he had always dreamed of, they 
looked as busy and bored as commuters in rush hour. They glanced at their 
watches as they sailed by, occasionally bumping into one another and shaking 
fists. Tunnel holes near the ceiling led them in and out. A few landed on a tall 
slide that led them to the station floor. 

Erec wondered if they were lifelike computer images put up for fun. They 
seemed amazingly real. 


Bethany’s eyes were glued to the sight too. “Do you think they’re held up by 
cords?” 

A flying man landed on the slide, sailed down to the floor, and ran by Erec, 
bumping him with his briefcase. 

“Bethany,” Erec said slowly, “I don’t think we’re in Grand Central Station 
anymore.” 

“Tve seen strange things my whole life, living with Uncle Earl,” Bethany 
said, “but never anything like this.” 

They walked in a daze, bumping into people because they could not stop 
staring at the ceiling. Crowds thronged toward large neon signs. One glowed 
ALYPIUM in huge white letters. 

“T wonder what Alypium means. Do you think it’s a place?” Bethany asked. 
A gigantic red neon sign further away read AorRTH, and a third in blue read 
ASHONA. 

“Ashona sounds like a sea-animal zoo,” said Erec. 

“Ooh, let’s go there!” 

Erec shook his head, not moving. He could not imagine how he would find 
his mother here. His cloudy thought had vanished, like so many clouds and 
thoughts do. “Look at all the kids going to Alypium. It seems like a lot more is 
going on there.” Masses of kids headed toward the Alypium sign. He could hear 
some of them talking about contests, but not well enough to understand. Under 
the Alypium sign, fast-moving lines led under huge arched doorways marked 
SKYWAY and ARTERY. 

The Artery line was long, but not the Skyway line. A man with a blue 
business suit and a briefcase looked at his watch, strolled into the Skyway entry, 
and jumped. Instead of landing on his feet, he continued to sail upward, one 
hand holding his briefcase at his side and the other above his head, like a rudder, 
steering himself in the wind. He flew over an arched curve and out of sight. 

“Wow,” Erec said, “did you see that?” 

A tiny old woman tapped Erec’s shoulder. “Move it, honey. Go on or get out 
of the way.” Erec looked at her frail figure in surprise. He was about to offer his 
arm when she shoved him aside with her cane. In the Skyway entry, cane tucked 
her under her arm with her shiny black purse, she flew up into the wind tunnel. 

“T wonder if we could do that.” Bethany tossed her long dark curls over her 
shoulder. They watched others sail off. Erec, overcome with curiosity, ran to the 
takeoff spot, raised his arms over his head, and jumped. His feet hit the ground. 
He jumped again and again, first with one arm up and then the other, until he 


noticed the people in the growing line watching him with snickers and shocked 
expressions. 

Erec’s face grew hot. He grabbed a giggling Bethany and walked past 
someone saying, “...think he’s five years old or something...” 

“The Artery then?” Bethany laughed. 

“Fine.” 

Erec gladly left the Skyway, and they found the end of the Artery line. It was 
set with metal rails like a line for a roller coaster. “I still don’t get this place. Do 
you think the Artery is a ride?” 

“Mmm.” She shrugged. She was listening to some boys standing in front of 
them. 

A short, slim boy with shaggy red hair was talking fast. “My dad said 
everyone will be there. Even some of the Super A Team’s kids. But they don’t 
have any better chance than we do. I wonder if they’ll bunk with us in the 
castle.” The boy wore one of the silvery-gray jackets. It moved like shimmering 
lava. 

A tall boy with blond hair, also around Erec’s age, answered. “They’ll be in 
the castle, all right, but in real rooms, not with the likes of us.” 

The red-haired boy looked disappointed. “We’ll still see ’em though.” 

The line started moving again and the boys rounded a corner. After a few 
turns, Erec heard the blond boy talk the red-haired one into riding the Lift 
instead of the Artery. “I know it takes longer, but it’s supposed to be beautiful, 
and I’ve never done it. Look, you’ve still got underwear on.” 

“Oops!” The red-haired boy laughed and pulled off the jacket. The fabric 
melted around his fingers, yet somehow stayed together. He stuffed it into his 
back pocket, even though most of it slid out again. As he turned the final corner 
of the queue, his jacket caught on a post and was yanked out of his pocket. The 
boy didn’t notice. Instead, he ran with his friend through a small archway 
marked LIFT. 

“Hey,” Erec shouted. “Your jacket!” The boy disappeared through the 
archway. 

Erec grabbed it as he passed the metal post. It felt surprisingly cool, soft and 
sleek like liquid metal. 

“Might as well go this way.” Erec and Bethany went through the small 
archway too. 

It looked like an amusement park ride, which seemed even odder with the 
sad feeling that radiated through the place. A man with a striped vest that said 


“MagicLine” asked “How many?” without really looking at them. 

“Two.” The man pushed them toward a white line painted on the floor. In a 
moment, something that looked like a ski lift scooped them up. The seats were 
padded and comfortable. A wide pole connected to a cable that disappeared 
through a gap in the ceiling. The man strapped them in and pulled a padded bar 
under their arms. He stuffed paper bags into their hands and threw thick blankets 
with fuzzy hoods over them. 

Their lift chair soared through a long, dark tunnel. Bright lights rhythmically 
whizzed by in the darkness, and wind pelted their faces. 

“Wow,” said Erec after a while. “This is some tunnel.” 

“T bet it’s all underground,” shouted Bethany. 

Then there was a blinding burst of light. A huge green face appeared before 
them. Erec gasped. Could it be? Yes. It was the Statue of Liberty. They must 
have come out of her torch, but they were going too fast to be sure. Erec and 
Bethany looked back, open jawed, as the statue and the whole city of New York 
fell from sight. 


CHAPTER FOUR 


Losers in Alypium 


WET DUST PUMMELED Erec’s and Bethany’s faces, and all was white until they 
burst from a cloud over the ocean. No land was in sight. They sailed so fast Erec 
was thankful he was covered with blankets. There were sandwiches in the paper 
bags, and Erec ate his right away. Huge white waves rolled far below. Birds 
darted over the waters and fish jumped from the waves. The blond kid was right, 
the ride was beautiful. 

The awful, heavy air Erec had felt at FES Station was gone. Still, he had an 
uneasy feeling that they should have turned around long ago. “When do you 
think we’ll head back?” 

“T don’t. See way out there? I think that dot is the lift ahead of us. Have you 
looked up?” 

Erec turned his head to see everything with his one eye. With the excitement 
of sailing in an open chair over the ocean he had not noticed the pole attached to 
their chair. It hung unsupported in the air, with no cable in sight. Seeing that, he 
grabbed the bar, knuckles white. 

“Don’t worry, we would have fallen ages ago. We’ve been riding about a 
half hour, and it’s been like this the whole time.” Bethany smiled. “I think we 
found someplace...different. I mean, flying people, this ski lift, that jacket that 
melts in your hands. Even the password to get here, ‘old magic remember me.’ 
And the people operating the lift had ‘MagicLine’ on their vests.” 

She stared out over the waters. “You might think I’m crazy. It’s just...’ ve 
always thought there might be someplace like this. Something more. Magical, 
exciting, different.” 

Erec shook his head. “I used to feel that way. My mother saw magic 
everywhere. It was like a game. But it became ridiculous because I got too old 
and she wouldn’t stop playing.” His mother still treated him like a baby, even 
singing an awful lullaby, an endless source of embarrassment. 


“Tt was the opposite for me. My uncle wouldn’t admit anything was unusual, 
even when it was right in front of my eyes.” 

They stared into the expanse of blue beneath them, teeming with life and 
mystery. Low clouds clung to their faces like dew. For several more hours they 
sailed over lush land with rolling hills, dotted with farms and villages, cities and 
forests. 

“Where could we be going?” Bethany asked. “Around the world?” 

“For thirty dollars?” 

They crossed more water and gorgeous countryside. The sun warmed the air 
around them, and Erec took his hood off. A tremendous mountain range towered 
ahead, rock faces and jagged cliffs shooting into the clouds. They glided, slower, 
through the peaks. Waterfalls cascaded nearby. Hawks swooped around the lift. 
Deeper in the mountains, a glowing golden dome covered a huge plateau that 
was hidden by sharp cliffs. Although enormous, it was hard to see, blinking in 
and out of sight as the sun glinted off it. 

The hazy dome felt like mist on Erec’s face as the lift slid through. They 
stopped on a platform in a station house. A tall young man unbuckled them with 
a smile. “Good luck in the contests.” 

Erec pulled his mother’s picture from his pocket. “Have you seen her?” 

He shook his head. “I see too many people, though, to swear it. Most use the 
Artery, anyway.” 

Erec’s insides tightened when he walked into Alypium station and his lips 
curled down. That sad, heavy feeling in the air at FES station was here, too. This 
station looked like a smaller version of FES, complete with flying people and 
disappearing doors. 

Bethany walked to a ticket counter. A bald man behind the desk narrowed 
his eyes at her. “Going sssomewhere? It seemssss nobody elsssse isss. They’re 
only coming in.” 

“How much are tickets back to New York?” 

“New York?” The man raised a puff of skin where his eyebrow should be. 
“But thatsss in Upper Earth.” His eyes narrowed. “Ooooh. Ssstrangers. How 
interessssting.” 

“How much is it?” 

“You can’t go to Upper Earth. Thatsss not allowed. You know the 
rulessssss.” The man started to sway. 

“Well, how much to that station under Grand Central?” 

“You mean FESsss? Ssssuch a good name. Ssssso much better than its old 


name, the ‘Heart.’ An Artery going back would be three ssssilver sssshires.” His 
torso waved as if he were about to strike. 

“How much is that in dollars?” Bethany asked. 

“American dollarsss? But of coursssse.” A smile snaked across his face. 
“Thirty dollarssss apiecesss.” Erec noticed he had no arms. “But what are your 
namesssss?” 

The armless man was hissing and waving so wildly, Erec and Bethany 
backed away. 

Erec whispered, “What are we going to do?” 

“T told you.” She handed thirty dollars to Erec. “I don’t want to go back.” 

Erec would not take it. “You’ve helped me enough.” 

“No.” Bethany stuffed the money, folded up, in his pocket. “Don’t worry. 
I’m great. I’ve never had a day like this in my life. Just compare it to slaving for 
my uncle.” 

Erec slipped the three ten-dollar bills into a machine and got back three 
silver coins with a crown on one side and a queen on the other. Bethany put her 
remaining eight dollars in and got back eight paper bills, printed with the word 
“Bil.” She turned one over and gasped. On the back was a picture of her as a 
small child, hard at work in her uncle’s newsstand. Erec took a Bil, and the 
picture changed to him with some friends at his old school. 

Bethany pointed. “Look.” 

The tall blond boy and shorter red-haired one from FES Station were 
walking by. Erec pulled the silky jacket from his pocket and ran to catch them. 
“You lost this in the lift station.” 

The red-haired boy grabbed it. “Did you steal this?” 

“T doubt that, you dope,” said the blond boy, “seeing as he’s returning it to 
you.” Then he stepped back in shock. “Oscar, look at these guys.” He held his 
thumb and finger in an L over his forehead. 

A smirk spread over Oscar’s face. “Losers! I didn’t know they let Losers in 
here! What, are Losers coming to the contests now?” 

The blond boy stared. 

Insulted, Bethany grabbed the jacket back. “Didn’t he just return this to 
you?” 

“Give me that!” Oscar shouted. “It’s not our fault you’re Losers.” He tried to 
take his jacket, but Bethany backed away. “See, Jack. My dad said there was a 
reason they were Losers.” 

“My parents said they should be treated fairly.” Jack looked at them, 


frowning. “I guess they don’t like to be called Losers.” 

“No kidding,” said Erec. “Maybe you two don’t like to be called stupid 
morons.” 

Oscar started to rush at Erec, but Jack held him back, laughing. “Please, 
don’t be offended. We’re sorry, really. We just don’t know what else to call you.” 

Oscar giggled. “Yeah, with those big L’s on your forehead.” 

“Say what you want about me,” Erec warned them. “But if I hear another 
word about Bethany, you’ll be sorry you were born.” He knew he should walk 
away, but fighting was a reflex after years of defending his sister Nell, with her 
walker, and his brother Trevor for being slow. 

Bethany saw how mad he was. “Let’s go, Erec. These guys aren’t worth it.” 
She pulled him away, leaving Oscar laughing. 

Jack ran up, his face white. “Please. Don’t go. I am sorry, really.” 

Erec looked at him skeptically. Bethany’s nose was in the air, her face red. 

“Look,” said Jack. “Is it safe to say you’re not from around here?” 

“Yeah, I guess.” 

“T really want to help make up for the...mix-up. I’m Jack Hare, and this is 
Oscar Felix. We can tell you’re from...up there.” Jack jerked his thumb upward. 
“Where people forgot magic. You stand out here.” 

Erec was confused. Sure, some people were dressed a little oddly, but Jack 
himself wore shorts and a T-shirt. 

Bethany’s chin puckered as she looked at her patched dress. “It’s okay, Erec. 
He’s talking about me. I’ll never fit in anywhere with these old rags.” 

“No,” said Jack. “It’s not your clothes. You have L marks on your foreheads. 
It’s a spell put on your kind, since President Inkle passed the Loser Identification 
Law. A lot of people think it was a great idea, but my parents say it’s not right. 
People should have privacy, even people from up there.” He jerked his thumb 
upward again. 

“You jerk,” Oscar said. “It’s not up there. We’re not in Aorth anymore. 
We’re in Alypium. From here we all live down there.” He jerked his thumb 
downward with disgust. “I want to know how they got in here.” 

Both Jack and Oscar had extremely pale skin. Jack looked at Erec with 
interest. “Your eyes are different colors. Is that normal where you’re from?” 

Erec shook his head. “I have a glass eye.” He paused. “My name’s Erec 
Rex.” 

Oscar laughed. “That’s a funny name.” 

“Leave him alone,” Jack said. “You’re named after your dad, which is funny 


knowing you and him.” 

Erec looked closely at Bethany’s forehead. “How come I can’t see the L’s?” 

“T think only the Keepers can see them,” Jack said. 

“Keepers?” Erec asked. 

Bethany said slowly, “They’re the Keepers, and we’re the Losers.” 

Jack nodded. “The Keepers of magic and the Losers of magic.” 

Bethany and Erec stared at each other. At last she laughed. “Well, if this 
place is really magical, then we are losers to be missing out on it.” 

Erec asked, “What do you mean we forgot magic? I never knew any.” 

“We learned in History that the Losers forgot magic five hundred years ago.” 

“Were made to forget it,” said Oscar. “Because you were killing each other 
with it.” 

“Shut up, Oscar,” Jack said. “I’ll call my dad on my cell and see if he knows 
how to get rid of those L’s.” 

“My dad would say turn them in,” Oscar said. 

“Except your dad’s never home,” said Jack. “So, can it.” He held a finger up, 
shook it, and put it in his ear. Then he spoke quietly into it and put it back in his 
ear. 

When he finished, Bethany asked to see his phone. “You can’t see it without 
a microscope,” said Jack. “Don’t you use cell phones in Upper Earth?” 

“Um, yes,” said Erec. “But they’re a bit bigger.” 

Jack looked at him strangely. “My dad said to get hats on you quick. The L’s 
should fade when you adjust. Let’s get you out of here, in case someone else 
noticed.” 

Oscar looked appalled. “You’re hiding them? They shouldn’t even be in the 
contests. What if they win?” 

“Then it was meant to be,” said Jack. “Let’s get our bags.” 

“What are the contests for?” Bethany asked. “Are there prizes?” 

“You don’t know about the contests?” Jack looked amazed. “I thought that’s 
why you were here.” 

Erec shook his head. “I’m looking for my mom.” He showed her picture to 
Jack and Oscar. Looking at it made his heart sink. What if he never saw his 
family again? What if his mother was lost forever? He should never have come 
here without knowing where he was going. 

The luggage counter was piled high with suitcases and trunks. Jack called, 
“C’mon, boy.” A huge duffel bag hunched and twisted on a shelf until it flopped 
onto the floor and scooted like a humongous inchworm toward Jack. A 


uniformed man ushered it around the corner, patting its back. 

Oscar whistled, and two blue suitcases tipped onto their wheels and sped to 
him. The duffel rolled at Jack’s feet as he lazily scratched its belly—if a duffel 
can have a belly—before unzipping it and finding an Alypium Team springball 
cap. 

He gave the hat to Erec. “Wear it low to cover the L.” Oscar looked annoyed, 
but he found a Super A Team springball cap and tossed it to Bethany. 

The hat fell to the ground. Bethany’s mouth was open as she stared at 
Oscar’s suitcases jumping on him like frisky puppies. “That settles it,” she said. 
“This has all been a great dream. I suppose now Pll wake up.” 

Erec grinned and handed Bethany the hat. So this was where his mother had 
found his toothbrush and the other odd things in his house. He wondered why 
they had to keep it a secret. It seemed like everyone would want to know about 
this place. “It’s real. I’ve seen things like this before, but not suitcases that roll 
on their own wheels.” 

Oscar raised his eyebrows. “I thought everybody had suitcases with wheels 
now. They’re much less awkward.” 

“Where did you get these things?” Erec asked. 

“Vulcan,” Jack shrugged. “Vulcan stores are everywhere, only they’re hard 
to track down when you need one. They sometimes wander into the lands 
beyond and show up years later. Best to get them online.” 

“My mom bought our coat rack at Vulcan online,” Erec said. 

Oscar looked confused. “You have computers in Upper Earth but don’t have 
suitcases with wheels?” 

Erec said to Bethany, “We found it. Something more...like you said. You 
knew it was out there, right? Well, here it is.” 

All around the station, people walked with suitcases and bags. Only now 
Erec noticed no hands pulled them as they rolled along. 

“Why do you call that ‘underwear’?” Bethany pointed to Oscar’s jacket. 

“Aorth is real hot ’cause it’s underground,” Jack said. “UnderWear keeps out 
the heat.” 

“You mean all those underwear stores in FES Station sold clothes for 
Aorth?” Erec laughed. “But what are the contests for?” 

“You know. To pick out the next three kings or queens.” 

“Kings or queens of what?” Bethany asked. 

Jack squinted at them. “Don’t you know anything about the Kingdoms of the 
Keepers?” 


“The what?” Erec shook his head. 

Jack sighed. “King Piter of Alypium, King Pluto of Aorth, and Queen Posey 
of Ashona are triplets. They’ve ruled for five hundred years...the whole time the 
kingdoms have been here. Bea Cleary, a great seer back then, said that they were 
the rightful rulers days before they were born. 

“King Piter was supposed to have triplets that would be the next rulers. He 
did—but they died when they were young. His wife, Queen Hesti, died later that 
morning: sizzled somehow. There was nothing left except her crown and a 
smoking spot on the floor. It was really sad. 

“And now there’s nobody to take over. The kings and queen are tired of 
ruling, and King Piter is really sick. Someone decided to hold contests to find 
new rulers to take their places. The beauty is, anybody could be the next king. 
Someone poor, homely, genuine.” 

“Stupid, mean, or rich,” Oscar added. 

“Tomorrow is the big assembly, and then the contests start the next day. Are 
you coming to the castle?” 

Erec had no idea where to find his mother, and the castle seemed as good a 
place as any. Anyway, it would be somewhere to eat and come up with a plan. 
Hats on, Erec and Bethany followed Jack, Oscar, and their luggage to a bus stop. 

“Do you have buses in Upper Earth?” Oscar asked. 

It was nearly dark. Erec remembered his brothers and sisters. They must be 
worried. Plus, maybe his mother was home by now. He asked to use Jack’s cell 
phone. 

Jack laughed. “Use mine? That’s good. Don’t you have one? Did they mess 
up when you were born?” He spoke into his finger, listened to it, and then 
shoved his hands in his pockets. “There’s a ban on calls to Upper Earth.” Seeing 
how disappointed Erec was, he added, “Maybe yov’ll find a way at the castle.” 

The seven, including the duffel and suitcases, climbed up a steep mountain 
road whose top was lost in clouds. The evening air was chilly. The same feeling 
of despair seemed to hang in the air that Erec had felt inside FES and Alypium 
stations. 

Jagged cliffs towered over the huge fir trees. The golden dome they had 
flown into seemed invisible from inside. Scattered houses and stores with 
boarded windows and chipping paint marred the scenery. 

Jack looked around. “This is nothing like Aorth.” 

“T heard there are ghosts in the castle basement,” Oscar said. “And rooms 
that trap you, and secret passages.” 


“Do you feel it too, that terrible, sad feeling in the air?” Erec asked. “It feels 
like the world is about to end.” 

“And like it knows it, and it’s scared and upset,” Bethany said. 

Jack stared at him. “You must be sensing the change. When people used to 
be able to go from Upper Earth into the Kingdoms of the Keepers, they could 
feel the problems in the Substance. I heard they got depressed, unless they took a 
breather bag of Upper Earth air with them and broke in real slow. After a few 
hours you shouldn’t notice it much anymore.” 

“The Substance?” Bethany squinted at Jack. “What the heck is that?” 

He rolled his eyes, sighing. “Don’t you guys know anything? It’s the energy 
that fills the world, the thing that holds all the magic.” He shook his head at 
Oscar in amazement. “The Substance flows around the Earth, through the 
Aitherplanes.” 

“But we don’t have Substance and Aither...things in Upper Earth,” Erec 
said. 

“You have them, but you can’t use them for magic.” 

Erec wondered how Jack knew about Upper Earth if he had never been 
there. “So they don’t do us any good?” 

“You need them to live.” 

“But there isn’t this awful feeling where I’m from, like there is here.” 

“The Substance is more messed up here. We know it’s a problem, but 
nobody knows why, or how to fix it.” 

“So,” Bethany said with a frown, “when we get used to it, this will feel 
normal to us?” 

“Usually. It still hits you every now and then. You feel that the Substance is 
wrong and trying to fix itself but can’t. We still know it’s happening, but we try 
to forget about it.” 

A bright blue bus waited at the stop. Jack and Oscar’s bags scooted into a 
trailer and the group scrambled aboard. The bus driver’s skin and clothing 
glowed hazy silver. The harder Erec looked, the harder the guy was to see, as if 
he was only light, but when Erec turned away he snapped into focus. The driver 
batted his eyes into the rearview mirror and played with his silver hair. 

Bethany nudged Erec, putting two Bils in the slot for them. When she saw 
the driver she screeched and leapt backward into Jack. The driver glared at her 
as she hurried by. The four plopped onto one of the two roomy benches in front. 

“What is that guy?” asked Bethany. 

“A silver ghost,” said Jack, shrugging. 


“A real ghost?” 

Oscar frowned. “You don’t have ghosts in Upper Earth?” 

“No. Are they safe?” 

“Usually,” said Jack. “You can’t trust ’em, though. They’re pretty much out 
for themselves. Don’t like humans too much.” 

“Silver ghosts? Are there other colors too?” Erec asked. 

“Sure,” Jack said. “Golden ghosts are great if you can find one. But you 
don’t want to run into a bronze one. Then there are human ghosts, who stay on 
Upper Earth after they die. They look just like regular people.” 

Two identical boys about Erec’s age with black, windswept hair, pale skin, 
and steely blue eyes were complaining to the bus driver. They wore long blue 
cloaks, and one sported a droopy gray hat. 

“T don’t care.” The boy had a petulant voice. “Maybe this will help.” He 
handed the ghost something that glittered through his silver hand. 

The driver stood, pointing at Erec, his friends, and the people on the bench 
across from them. “Get in the back. Now.” 

They froze at the order. 

“Now!” The ghost roared so loud Erec’s ears rang. Oscar stood, followed by 
Jack and the kids on the other bench. Obviously the spoiled boys had paid off the 
driver so they could sit on the long benches in the front. It rubbed Erec the 
wrong way. 

Jack raised his eyebrows. “C’mon, Erec. You gotta get up.” 

The ghost growled, “Last chance.” 

Bethany stepped away. The identical boys laughed. 

Erec crossed his arms. He knew he should get up. This ghost thing could be 
dangerous. But these laughing rich kids sending everyone else to the back of the 
bus lit a fire in him. “You can’t order us around.” 

“Oh, yes I can.” The ghost’s arm turned into a giant silver scoop. He swung 
it fast at Erec. 

Erec winced, waiting to be flung at the door. Nothing happened. The ghost 
looked shocked. He swung again, his arm stopping inches away from Erec’s 
body. 

It was as if a shell was protecting him. The ghost tried prodding Erec, but it 
could not touch him. 

The passengers stared. Erec looked down at himself, not sure what had 
happened. 


CHAPTER FIVE 


The Seeing Eyeglasses 


"THE GHOST SNEERED. “Something is shielding him. Maybe it’s those glasses.” 
He marched back to the driver’s seat. The identical boys sat on each side of Erec, 
staring hungrily at the glasses as the bus pulled out. 

“Pm Balor Stain,” said one of the boys, “and this is Damon. You can tell us 
apart because I have this”—Balor pointed to a bronze whistle around his neck 
—‘“and Damon always wears that goofy hat. How much you want for those?” He 
touched the glasses. 

“Hands off. I’m calling my friends back up here.” 

“No, you’re not,” said Damon. He spoke much slower than Balor and poked 
Erec hard on the shoulder. 

“You can’t.” Balor smiled. “They aren’t allowed up when the bus is moving. 
Anyway, we’re sorry, right, Damon? That was obnoxious of us to want a whole 
bench each to stretch out on. Really, we’re just tired. Up late last night packing, 
then traveling all day. We thought it would be fun to come by lift and bus like 
everyone else.” 

Erec glared, arms crossed. 

“You’re still mad. We’ll make it up, I promise. Big pizza party at the castle, 
on us.” 

Damon’s face twisted into a crooked smile. “Pizzaaa.” He sang, “Damon had 
a little pizza, little pizza, little pizza...” to the tune of “Mary Had a Little Lamb.” 

“You’re twins?” 

“Triplets. Our brother Dollick doesn’t get out much.” 

The bus slowed. A huge wall of clouds blocked the street, shooting up fifty 
feet. The swirling vapors reached far in both directions like a fortress. A bus 
ahead of them disappeared through an opening. 

Balor grinned. “Aah, the Citadel of Clouds surrounding Alypium.” 

“Weren’t we in Alypium>?” 


“Nah. That was the Outskirts.” 

Bright green light flashed under a rim of cloud and a small gap appeared. 
The bus drove through a long, dark tunnel and then burst into a sunset streaked 
with yellow and rose hues. Twisty streets wound around lakes, trees, and 
perfectly kept homes and parks. Narrow lanes with crooked overhanging signs 
looked like they came from a fairy story. 

In the center of the village, a stately mansion with lovely gardens towered 
over the homes and shops. “What’s that?” Erec pointed. 

“The Green House. That’s where President Washington Inkle lives.” 

Shops and theaters were crammed onto a smaller plateau up a hill. They 
were in the shadow of an enormous, oddly shaped building that stretched over 
many blocks in all directions. It was even taller than it was wide. One of its sides 
shot straight up like a smooth skyscraper. Long, irregular brick tubes and golden 
cones jutted from the other side, making stripes that glowed in soft pastel hues. 
Short, wide windows gave the building an ultramodern look. It gleamed in the 
sunlight like a gorgeous giant comb. 

Doors ran up the straight edge of the tall building, not only leading into thin 
air, but sideways. In fact, as Erec looked harder, the building started to look like 
an enormous castle on its side. 

“Ts that King Piter’s castle?” 

Balor looked bored. “Of course. The famous.” 

“Ts it supposed to look like it’s on its side?” 

“Not really, no. But it is on its side, nonetheless. King Piter is sick. He is old 
and confused, and he isn’t able to keep the castle up anymore.” 

“What?” 

“He muttered a spell by accident one day, almost ten years ago, and the 
castle went sideways. Nobody else has the power to upright it, and King Piter’s 
not up to the job. He’s really let the place go.” 

Erec frowned. “Do you need ladders to get from room to room?” 

“No. King Pluto rearranged its gravity. It’s a little tricky getting in and out, 
but once you’re inside it feels all right.” 

“Usually.” Damon giggled. 

Balor laughed. “Every now and then a book shoots sideways off a table or 
someone falls. There are a few rooms that didn’t take to the gravity spell. If you 
go into them, you fall onto the wall.” He glanced behind him. “Don’t tell the 
new kids. Damon and I want to push a few in and watch them figure out what 
happened.” Damon and Balor burst into laughter. “Even better, what if someone 


walked out the wrong door, say, way up in the air.” Balor giggled. 

Erec cringed at the idea. “Real funny.” These two were something else. 
“What are those?” Erec pointed to dark creatures flying around spires sticking 
out the side of the castle. “Bats?” 

“Nah,” Balor said. “Bats come out later. Those are gargoyles.” 

The bus pulled in front of six huge stone monsters that sat to the side of the 
palace. Balor and Damon climbed out. Erec waited for Bethany, Jack, and Oscar. 

“How did you do that, with the ghost? Keeping him off you?” Oscar asked. 
Erec shrugged. Oscar looked Erec’s glasses over before calling his suitcases 
from the trailer. 

An eager young man with sandy blond hair, green eyes, and a big grin 
waved and blew a whistle. He wore a royal blue cape with a big white star. 
“Right this way, folks, future kings and queens. Grab your bags and come on in. 
I’m Spartacus Kilroy, one of King Piter’s AdviSeers. Pick an open room in the 
temporary dormitories and sign your room number into my book.” He paced 
back and forth, rubbing his hands together. “This is so exciting.” 

The dormitory wing was upright, with doors on the ground. It was attached 
to the flat underside of the castle. 

“T’m starving.” Erec sighed. If he paid for a meal, he could not afford to go 
home. 

“Free food and shelter for contestants,” said Jack. “Say, want to bunk with 
us?” 

Oscar made a face. 

“All right,” said Erec. “But just for tonight.” Tomorrow he planned to scour 
Alypium for his mother and head back if he didn’t find her. 

Each room had two sets of bunk beds. Jack, Oscar, and Erec signed their 
names into Spartacus Kilroy’s book and took room 323. When Jack and Oscar 
left to find the cafeteria, Erec plopped onto his bed, exhausted. Kids bustled 
through the hallways, laughing and making noise. The sadness in the air seemed 
less pressing now, but Erec could still feel it. 

He took the glasses off his neck. Why did the bus driver think they could 
have protected him? Curious, Erec slipped them on. 

In a flash, the room was smaller and more crowded. Even more confusing, it 
looked like he was sitting in a chair now, not on a bed. It was the glasses. They 
were making him see strange things. He whisked them off just as he noticed a 
woman in the room with him. 

He was back in the dorm room. Erec froze at the image that stayed in his 


mind. The woman looked oddly like his mother. 

He put the glasses back on. Again, he seemed to be in the small, cluttered 
room. With his mother, who was knitting. She did not notice him. 

“Mom?” 

Startled, June O’ Hara dropped her knitting. She looked wildly around, right 
through Erec. “Who’s there?” 

“Tt’s me. I’m right here.” Erec looked down and saw only the chair under 
him. He jumped when he realized he could not see himself at all. 

June looked around, worried. “Where are you?” 

“T’m here in the room. In the chair by the couch. I can’t see myself.” 

She glanced around nervously. “How did you get here?” she said, suspicious. 
Erec wondered why she wasn’t happier to see him (or not see him). 

“T don’t know. I just put your glasses on and I was here.” 

Color rushed into June’s face, along with a huge grin. “Yes!” She threw a fist 
into the air and fell back, laughing, onto the bed. “Thank goodness. It is you. 
Erec, this is fantastic. What a smart boy to find my Seeing Eyeglasses. I was 
praying that one of you would find them. What a relief. Are you okay? Where 
are you?” 

“T’m fine. I’m here, with you.” 

June smiled. “No, honey. When you put the glasses on, you can see me, but 
you’re not really here. Anyone watching you would think you were talking to 
yourself. Are you home?” 

“No. I went looking for you this morning. I had a cloudy thought. Now I’m 
in a place called Alypium. I got here from under Grand Central Station. Mom, 
people were flying. I thought I’d never find you.” 

June seemed stunned. “You’re in Alypium,” she murmured. “I can’t believe 
it.” 

Erec looked around the small, comfortable room. “Where are you?” 

June turned toward where he should be. “Erec, I don’t want you to get upset, 
but you have to know. I’ve been...caught. Captured by people I’ve avoided for a 
long time. I am fine. They can’t hurt me. But they can trap me here, I’m afraid. 
I’m in a dungeon—Pluto’s dungeons.” 

She swept her arm across the tidy room. “I hoped if I kept moving we would 
stay hidden, but when they got our money it was so hard. The funny thing, now 
that they have me, it seems they don’t even know who I am. They just know I 
lived in Alypium ten years ago and I have twins. Don’t worry,” she added, “T1 
figure a way out of here.” 


Erec was shocked. “What? You lived in Alypium?” 

June sighed. “Yes. I lived there, and you were born there. Now the fates have 
brought you back. Thank goodness you’re okay.” 

Erec’s head was spinning. Maybe this was a dream. “You’re telling me I’m 
from this place? Why did we leave?” 

“Tt got dangerous.” She leaned forward eagerly. “Are the twins with you?” 

“No.” 

“Oh?” June looked disappointed. “They’re not at home. My friend here has 
been checking. She found Trevor, Nell, and Zoey a babysitter since I’m stuck 
here. They’re fine.” 

“Mrs. Smith? She’s terrible.” 

“Who’s Mrs. Smith? The sitter is Lynette Wool.” 

“Mrs. Smith was the woman in the house when I woke up. She wouldn’t let 
me go. I had to sneak out.” 

“T don’t know who that was,” June said, worried. “Lynette’s there now. She’s 
the one that my friend here got in touch with. I’m lucky there’s someone here I 
can trust.” She sighed. “If only I knew where the twins are. Maybe they went 
looking for us.” 

“Maybe they’re home now.” Erec looked around. “This doesn’t look like a 
dungeon.” 

“Tt is.” June looked sad. “I can make it look how I want.” 

“That’s pretty nice of whoever captured you.” 

“Not really.” June examined her fingernails. “They just can’t stop me.” 

“T don’t understand.” 

June hesitated. “I know magic, Erec. That’s why I can’t be harmed, and I can 
make my cell look like this.” She tapped her finger on the table, muttering under 
her breath. A box of milk chocolates appeared, and June popped one into her 
mouth. 

Erec gasped. This could not be real. “Do that again.” 

June shrugged and another box of chocolates sprang into the room. Erec was 
struck dumb. Nothing was right. He was in Alypium; he was seeing his mother 
in a dungeon through magic glasses. This had to be a dream. 

“Erec? Are you okay?” June asked. “I thought that with your magic alarm 
clock and toothbrush, this wouldn’t surprise you this much.” 

“Yeah, right. I grew up with those things. I’m used to them. But you...Why 
didn’t you tell me? And where did you get these glasses?” 

June smiled. “An old friend had them made for me. They let you see the one 


you miss most. Don’t tell anybody about their power, Erec. Keep them safe, and 
don’t let anyone see you using them. I’m sorry I didn’t tell you all this sooner. 
The time just wasn’t right.” 

Erec heard muffled footsteps and a key scrape into the lock. “Someone is 
coming.” He didn’t want to take the glasses off. 

“Erec, if you’re okay, maybe you should stay in Alypium for now. Maybe 
you could help me get out of here. But don’t tell anyone who you are. Now take 
the glasses off before anyone sees you, but keep the chain around your neck. 
Only put them on when you’re alone. And if you see a guard in here questioning 
me, don’t say a word.” 

“Can’t I stay with you?” 

“You’re not really here. Go before someone there sees you.” 

Erec took the Seeing Eyeglasses off. Oscar stood before him, gawping with 
an open mouth. “Are you okay?” 

“Uh, yeah.” Thoughts were racing through Erec’s muddled brain. His mother 
knew magic? She was a hostage? He was born in Alypium? 

Oscar stood before him, eyes narrowed. “Who were you talking to?” 

“T was just...daydreaming.” 

Oscar stabbed his finger at the glasses. “Those are magic. Like the bus 
driver said. I could tell they were important. Can I see them?” Oscar tried to lift 
the glasses over Erec’s head, but they stuck at the level of his chin. No matter 
how hard he pulled, they would not budge. 

“They’re nothing special. Really,” Erec said. 

Oscar scowled. “Whatever.” He grabbed a jacket and left the room. 


Erec found Bethany, Jack, and Oscar in the cafeteria. “I might stay in Alypium a 
while longer,” Erec said. Bethany grinned. 

“Great,” Jack said. “You can enter the contests.” 

Oscar narrowed his eyes. “Aren’t you looking for your mom?” 

Erec shrugged. “She’s probably fine. I’ll call her tomorrow.” 

A huge salad bar was piled high with fruits and grains Erec had never heard 
of. Cold pureed red pepper and carrot soups colored the ends. Multicolored 
bowls of some pasty fluff covered a table. “What’s that?” he asked a boy who 
scooped some onto his plate. 

“Cloud loaf. There’s spinach, corn, strawberry, pumpkin, and plain.” The 
boy wrinkled his nose. “Where’s the beef?” Erec felt sick to his stomach staring 


at the colored goo. For a moment he worried he was getting another cloudy 
thought. 

Bethany called from across the cafeteria. “Hey, Erec. Real food’s in the 
corner.” She pointed to a table heaped with hamburgers, pizza, and muffins. 

A tall, thin woman with a sharp nose, sharp eyes, and black hair spiked with 
gray in a bun appeared with a tray of sushi. “Anyone from Ashona? Help 
yourself.” She cackled. “Aorth? Meat and pizzas for ya. I figured our fine 
competitors might be craving their local fare. You’ll get used to our food soon. 
Much better for you, you know. That’s why we live so long.” 

She regarded Erec critically. He was eyeing the food with pure greed. “Well, 
take some, then. I’m Hecate Jekyll, head cook. Been here forever. Say ‘Heck-a- 
tee.’ Won’t have my name butchered.” She put her hands on her hips. 

Oscar appeared, reloading his plate. “Can we get hamburgers here all the 
time?” 

Hecate Jekyll cackled. “I’ll try to sneak more up, but you should eat the 
other stuff. It’11 make you stronger for the games. There ain’t nothin’ better for 
ya than grains, greens, and cloud grinds.” She shook her head. “Let me know if 
you want anything particular. Of course, I’m way too busy, what with cooking 
special for King Piter every odd hour of the day. That man’s on a strict schedule. 
Just look for me in the castle kitchens if you need anything.” 

One of Hecate Jekyll’s eyes was light brown and the other was a bright, 
shiny blue. Erec looked harder and saw the blue eye was glass. “Hey, you have a 
glass eye like me.” 

Hecate Jekyll chuckled. “I’m old as the hills, boy. It’s amazing I have any of 
my original parts.” 

Jack came munching on cloud loaf. “I love this place. You don’t know how 
hard it is to find decent vegetarian food in Americorth North. I practically live 
on french fries.” 

“How long have you been vegetarian?” Bethany asked. 

“Since I was little. Most people here have some sort of gift. Mine is talking 
to animals. I got so involved in their lives I lost my appetite for them.” 

“What’s your gift?” Bethany asked Oscar. 

“T can spot valuable things.” He eyed Erec’s glasses. 

“So is that the magic you have, that we forgot?” 

“There are three kinds of magic.” Jack leaned forward, obviously excited to 
teach a Loser about magic. “One kind is inherited. We call that a gift—or 
sometimes a curse. You get it from your mom’s side or your dad’s. If you’re 


lucky, sometimes both. It comes naturally. 

“A second kind is bought magic, like heli powder that lets you fly, potions, 
hats that make your memory better, shoes that help you run faster, or my duffel 
bag that moves on its own.” 

Erec frowned. “Are you saying my walking coat rack at home is magic?” 

Jack laughed at how little he knew. “What did you think it was? The third 
kind of magic is learned. That’s the hard kind. Some people can do it, and some 
can’t. If you want to try, you have to apprentice a sorcerer. It takes years.” 

Erec pushed his hat up to scratch his forehead, trying to sort out all this 
information. 

“Hey,” Jack whispered, “your L is lighter. It’s fading already.” 

Erec grinned. 

After eating, the heaviness in the air, or the Substance, or whatever it was, 
seemed to be gone. Or maybe it was just farther away, like a child crying in a 
distant corner that was easy to ignore. 

Exhaustion filled Erec when he went back to his small dormitory room. He 
left the glasses chain around his neck, lay down, and fell fast asleep. 


Erec’s eyes flashed open in the darkness. He shivered in a cold sweat. It was his 
usual nightmare. He was stranded, maybe three years old, walking in the streets 
at night. He had no place to go. He walked until he was too cold and tired and 
then curled up under a bush. 

His father, who he could only vaguely picture, and his father’s boss found 
him somehow in the dark. The boss called his father stupid. His father mumbled 
that Erec was useless, but his boss yelled that he would be quite useful, and 
Erec’s father fell to his knees apologizing. The dream always ended with the 
boss saying that Erec would be made to forget this. 

That was the strange part. He obviously had not forgotten. Because not only 
was this a recurring nightmare, but it was also Erec’s only memory of his father. 

Erec felt the darkness all around him. He was amazed that he was really in a 
dorm in Alypium, not his little laundry closet. He wished he had a watch, 
though. He tried to fall back asleep, but his mind was spinning. Had he really 
traveled across the ocean? To a strange place where magic was normal...where 
(impossible!) he had been born? So, his mother had adopted him here then. Yes, 
his magical mother. His magical, kidnapped mother. Everything was all wrong. 

Erec’s mind buzzed with questions as the minutes slowly ticked by. Were the 


twins okay? Where should he keep the glasses at night? Who had kidnapped his 
mother and why? Did the glasses protect him from the silver ghost? Why did his 
mother take him from Alypium when he was little? Did he get his glass eye in 
Alypium? 

June had always said his father was alive, implying that his birth mother had 
died. Maybe he was here in Alypium. His heart raced at the thought. Would he 
want to meet his father if he could? His one memory of him was terrible, and it 
seemed obvious his father wanted nothing to do with him, so probably not. 


CHAPTER SIX 


A Castle on Its Side 


Jack sMILED. “Hey, that L on your forehead is even lighter. I’d keep the hat on 
today, though. Let’s eat breakfast.” 

Erec stretched. He had finally fallen back asleep sometime last night. “You 
two go. I’ll meet you there.” 

When the door closed, Erec quickly locked it and put the Seeing Eyeglasses 
on. His mother was reading in bed. “Mom?” 

June dropped her book. “Erec? You scared me. Are you okay?” 

“Tm fine. How are you?” 

“All right. The dungeon guards were just here. Same questions as last 
morning.” 

“T have some questions. First of all, the glasses. My roommate tried to take 
them off of me, but he couldn’t do it. Why is that? And did they protect me from 
the silver ghost?” Erec told her about the bus ride. 

“Tf the chain is around your neck,” June said, “nobody can take them from 
you. I don’t think they could protect you from the ghost, but they will protect 
your neck, at least, as long as they’re on you. Just don’t take them off.” 

“What if I smash them when I sleep?” 

“They’re protected by a charm. An elephant could sit on them and they 
wouldn’t break.” 

“Why couldn’t the ghost hurt me, then?” 

June thought a moment. “Let’s just say you’re charmed, like the glasses.” 

“So, an elephant could sit on me and I wouldn’t be crushed?” 

“Yes! Well...no. But ghosts can’t hurt you. Something about the past not 
harming the future.” 

June looked uncomfortable. Erec pressed her. “Who gave me the charm? My 
birth parents?” 

“You could say that. It’s from your family lineage. Erec, there are reasons I 


have not told you more, and I’m not sure this is the time to start.” 

Erec fought the urge to argue with her. There were other things he wanted to 
know. “Did you work here in Alypium? What did you do?” 

June waved a hand to stop him. “Erec, do you understand? I can’t get into all 
this yet. This is enough for now.” 

“No, it’s not enough.” He caught his breath. “Just tell me, is my father in 
Alypium?” 

June nodded sadly. “Erec, I don’t know how to say this. Try to forget about 
him.” 

“Why wouldn’t I?” He thought a moment. “And my birth mother is dead?” 

“Erec!” June’s face flushed. “Enough for now.” 

He had expected a simple yes. “Is she dead? You always said—” 

“T never said anything,” June snapped. “Now, remember the glasses stay on 
your neck. Don’t put them on in front of anybody.” Erec nodded even though she 
couldn’t see him. Then she went on. “I’ve been thinking. Can you get into King 
Piter’s castle?” 

“I’m staying there. They attached dormitories to the castle for the contests.” 

“Perfect.” June smoothed the sheets around her. “I’m going to ask you to do 
something. Find King Piter. You need to be extremely careful. I hope he 
remembers me.” She shook her head. “If only you had my picture.” 

“T do. I took one with me.” 

June’s face lit up. “Wonderful. Show him my picture. Tell him I’m locked in 
King Pluto’s dungeons. He’ll get me out of here. I’ve been having a bit of 
trouble doing it myself.” 

“This still doesn’t look like a dungeon to me.” Erec looked at the gingham 
curtains and fluffy pillows. 

“Thank you.” June smiled. “Nonetheless, I’m stuck.” 

“Why are you in King Pluto’s dungeons?” 

“His people captured me. Be very careful of him, Erec.” 

“How do I find King Piter?” Even saying it sounded strange. He was 
supposed to ask a king for a favor? 

June thought about the question for a moment. “He’ll be in the west wing. 
Bring him a pomegranate. He loves them. It might put him in a better mood.” 

“A pomegranate? Where will I find one?” 

“In the kitchens. Now, go. Eat well; you’ll need your energy. And find a 
toothbrush in town. Just because you’re in a dormitory you still have to brush—” 

“Mom! I’m fine. As long as I’m here, I probably should enter the contests. It 


would look strange if I was here and not in them. You think it’s okay?” 

June considered the idea. “Hopefully you won’t be there long, but I don’t see 
the harm. Maybe the fates put you there for a reason. Just don’t attract a lot of 
attention.” She paused. “And don’t tell anyone you’re from Upper Earth. Or that 
your name is Erec Rex.” 

“Tt’s too late. What’s the deal? Is somebody out to get me here?” 

June coughed and looked at the ceiling. “No, not unless certain people find 
out you are there. Let’s see Erec...call yourself Rec...Rick. Rick Ross, how’s 
that? And say you’re from...Americorth South. It’s part of Aorth, big enough 
that nobody will wonder why they don’t know you.” 

Erec didn’t like the sound of this. “Mom, I can’t believe you know magic 
and never told me. And that I’m from Alypium.” He felt his throat getting tight. 
He was an idiot, really. Why didn’t he suspect there was something strange about 
her all along? She brought home toasters and alarm clocks that came to life. He 
guessed that growing up with them made it seem natural, like a normal mother 
could buy such things. “And you’re not answering all my questions. Can’t you 
imagine how I feel?” 

June gazed sadly at the chair he sat on. For a moment it seemed to Erec that 
she was staring at his stomach, but when he looked down he remembered he was 
invisible. He took the Seeing Eyeglasses off, and his small, drab dorm room 
sprang before his eyes. 


Bethany was in the cafeteria nibbling on fluffy white pudding with swirls of 
honey, sprinkled with nuts and raspberries. “They call this ambrosia. It’s not bad. 
All they have for breakfast is this and nectar.” She held up what looked like a 
sparkling glass of honey. “Whatever it is, it’s good. I’m feeling much better, too. 
That awful feeling from the Substance is gone, unless I really think about it. 
How was your night?” 

Erec told Bethany about the glasses and his mother. “Don’t forget, I’m Rick 
Ross from Americorth South.” 

“All right, Rick Ross. But what will you tell Jack and Oscar?” 

Erec shrugged. “I?ll tell them I’m changing my name to hide where I’m 
from. They might think it’s crazy, but I think they’ Il go along.” 

“Did you sign ‘Erec Rex’ in Spartacus Kilroy’s book?” 

Erec’s eyes widened. “Oh, no. I need to cross that out—quick.” 

“The book’s not out anymore. There is an assembly in a few hours about the 


contests. Maybe Kilroy will have it there.” 

That reminded Erec of something else. “Maybe King Piter will be there too. 
It seems like a good place to start.” 

The entryway into the castle looked like a big porthole in the wall. Erec tried 
to step through, but the gravity pulled him sideways. He found himself lying in 
thin air and fell right back through what now was a trapdoor in the floor. 
Bethany doubled over laughing until Erec shot her a squinty-eyed look. He 
cautiously stuck his head through the trapdoor, rested his chest on the castle 
floor, and pulled himself through. 

Entering the castle from the drab stone dormitory was like going from black- 
and-white into color. Huge, gorgeous tapestries covered the walls with scenes of 
old battles, heroes holding snake-haired gorgon heads, dragons flying, and 
unicorns running through forests. Erec stared at a rather gory tapestry showing a 
dragon roasting an armored knight with fiery breath. The cloth waved in a 
breeze, and Erec watched, amazed, as the picture changed to show a happy 
dragon resting on a treasure chest, picking its teeth with the knight’s sword. 

Three enormous chandeliers hung in the tremendous room, many of their 
candles unlit. Dirt spattered the floor, and cracks ran through the walls and 
ceiling. There was an overall appearance of incredible beauty gone to seed. Huge 
wooden doors led outside. One was open. Erec went to look out but staggered 
back when he saw an expanse of air before him, with sky to his right, green grass 
far to his left, and trees crossing horizontally in the distance. 

An annoyed maid scurried over and waved a duster. The door flew shut. 
Maids and janitors, all looking frustrated, ran around with brooms, dustpans, 
mops, and rags. They muttered spells and even scrubbed with all their strength, 
but dirt just hopped from one place to another. 

Bethany asked a maid why she kept trying to wipe smudges off a vase when 
they only moved to another spot. 

“Because that’s what I’m paid to do; what do you think?” The maid looked 
angry. “I’m not incompetent. Nobody can clean this place since King Piter let it 
fall into disrepair.” 

“How did he do that?” Erec asked. 

“Oh, the castle just hasn’t been right since he let it go sideways. It knows 
something is wrong and has been completely uncooperative. King Piter used to 
insist the place was spotless.” She smiled and sighed. “Those were the days. 
Now he’s just too old and sick.” She whispered, “We’re all hoping after these 
contests...one of you may make this place stand upright again.” 


The vase suddenly shot sideways, and the maid caught it and set it back 
again. “You’d best be careful,” she said to their wide-eyed stares. “This fake 
gravity doesn’t always work. Don’t stand by any open doors, lest you fly out.” 

Erec and Bethany walked down a hallway into a huge, ornate atrium where 
the four wings of the castle met. The west wing was blocked by ropes and a large 
guard with long stringy hair and an armored breastplate. He held a spear and 
something that looked like a remote control. 

King Piter was somewhere in there. If only Erec could get through... When 
he leaned over the ropes, though, the guard scowled. “These are the king’s 
private quarters. He is not to be disturbed. Now, off with ye.” 

“Could I please just use a bathroom in there?” Bethany said. 

“No,” the guard growled. “You’ll find one in the south wing.” 

Two boys walked by, laughing. One pushed the other, and he fell and slid 
underneath the ropes. Springing into action, the guard aimed his remote control 
at the boy on the ground. The boy froze mid-laugh with his knee in the air. The 
guard slid him back under the rope and pressed another button. The boy looked 
around, stunned, and got up. 

Bethany cleared her throat. “Is King Piter there? We wanted to meet him.” 

A tall man with black hair appeared around the comer behind the ropes. A 
crease rode vertically up the center of his bulging forehead. Thick eyebrows 
slanted from his sharp, thin nose, almost meeting to form a bushy V. He wore a 
scarab amulet on his black cape and carried a beautiful walking stick carved with 
figures in dark wood. A smell drifted from him that reminded Erec of rotting 
garbage. 

“And whoo are yoou?” he sneered, his whisper fierce and bone chilling. 

“Uh...Rick Ross. And Bethany. We’re from Americorth South.” Erec took a 
breath. “Is the king in? We wanted to meet him.” 

“Wanted to meet him,” the man’s voice rose in a mocking tone. “The king is 
not himself lately, and the last thing he needs is to be bothered by fans.” His eyes 
narrowed. “And don’t you think of sneaking in for a visit. The king is not 
leaving my sight. If I catch you two in the west wing, you’re straight in an 
Artery back to Americorth South. Now get back with those other brats to your 
stupid competition—that is, while it lasts,” he said, snickering. 

Erec and Bethany walked away. “Who was that?” asked Bethany. “He was 
horrible.” 

“Whoever he is, the king never leaves his sight,” said Erec. “Now what am I 
going to do?” 


“Don’t worry,” said Bethany. “We’ll figure something out. Let’s go to the 
assembly.” 

Plush red velvet seats and humongous chandeliers filled the beautiful theater 
in the east wing. Several people sat on stage, including Stoney Rayson, a Super 
A Team bouncer. Murmurs of excitement echoed through the room. 

“Look,” said Erec. “It’s Stoney Rayson! Now I’ve seen two Super A Team 
members in person.” 

Bethany squinted. “I recognize him from articles at the newsstand.” 

“What? You haven’t seen him on television a million times?” 

Bethany blushed. “I don’t see much television. Uncle Earl says I have to be 
useful. That means cook and clean all the time.” 

Bethany pointed as the man with the creased forehead who yelled at them in 
the west wing slid across the stage with his walking stick. With him was 
Spartacus Kilroy, who had greeted them at the bus, still wearing the royal blue 
cape with the white star. Erec did not see Kilroy’s book. 

They were helping an elderly man on stage. Long gray hair lay limp around 
his craggy face. He was large but stooped, as if he was somehow folded in on 
himself. Kilroy and the man with the creased forehead both tried to help him sit, 
but they pulled him in two directions at the same time. The old man’s arms 
yanked outward, and his eyes bugged as he looked wildly about. The dark-haired 
man snarled and seated the old man next to himself. 

Spartacus Kilroy approached the microphone, and the room burst into 
cheers. He laughed and held his hands in the air. “Thank you! For those who do 
not know me, I am Spartacus Kilroy. Call me Sport, Mr. Kilroy—whatever you 
like. ’ve been one of King Piter’s AdviSeers for the past ten years, and what a 
great decade to be here! This!” He waved an arm across the audience. “This is 
amazing. A first in history! A time for all of our youth to come together as one: 
rich and poor, smart and dumb, young and...younger, from all the lands of this 
beautiful earth!” 

“Except Upper Earth,” Bethany whispered. 

Kilroy continued. “These contests are not only the highlight of my career. As 
you all know, they will forever change the lives of three youngsters in this very 
room. Three boys and girls, right here today, will be our future rulers. What 
would you do if you were king or queen, with your own scepter, and all that 
power at your fingertips?” 

The black-haired man scowled more fiercely than ever. He looked like he 
wanted to jump out of his chair and beat off the contestants with his walking 


stick. 

Kilroy said, “Six hundred and twenty-one of you signed my book. After 
tomorrow, only two hundred will remain in the games. The next two contests 
will bring the numbers down to one hundred, then fifty. Those fifty will move on 
to games of greater difficulty, one devised by Queen Posey of Ashona, one by 
King Pluto of Aorth, and one by our King Piter and his staff. These will narrow 
down the group to twenty-five, then ten, and finally three. 

“You are all invited to stay and enjoy the games. Three days after the 
contests we will dissolve the castle dormitories, so please make sure you are not 
in them at that time. In the meantime, there will be parties and even a Super A 
Team Alypium springball match for your enjoyment.” 

After the riotous cheering quieted, Kilroy continued. “Before you is the 
panel of seven judges, including myself. 

“Mr. Richard Rayson, known as Stoney Rayson from the famous Super A 
Team.” There was wild applause as Stoney flashed a smile, revealing stunning 
white teeth. 

“Olive Umpee, the games referee.” A gray-haired woman nodded to 
scattered applause. 

“Our lovely Queen Posey.” Kilroy nodded back at a dark-haired woman with 
dark circles under her eyes and a silver crown, who waved regally. 

“King Pluto.” The room howled with applause as a thin man in thick coats 
and a bronze crown smugly waved. 

“King Piter.” The applause hitched up a notch. The old man with limp gray 
hair blinked as if he had no idea what was going on. 

“And King Piter’s other AdviSeer, Balthazar Ugry.” The dark-haired man’s 
face slid into a slick smile as the applause died down. 

“We will see you all tomorrow at the first game, which is called the Monster. 
Ten o’clock behind the castle maze.” More cheers broke out as Kilroy waved 
and took his seat. 

Stoney Rayson walked to the podium in a gray tailored suit, wearing the 
black Super A Team eye patch. The room went wild. Rayson obviously enjoyed 
the attention. He smoothed his slick gray hair and soaked up the crowd with his 
steely gray uncovered eye. Then he posed, knees bent and arms out, fists flipped 
back, so that he looked remarkably like one of his action figures. In the movies, 
he turned people to stone by tilting back his fists and opening gorgon eyes in his 
wrists. 

Rayson’s deep voice boomed. “If it weren’t for these wristbands, kids, you’d 


all be rocks out there!” Kids went wild as Rayson posed again, moving his wrists 
to point at the entire room. “Okay, kids. I’ll be meeting you in person. I’m one of 
your judges; that’s right. Remember—no touch.” He dusted his sleeves as if to 
wipe off dirty kid fingerprints. “He who touches the Stone Man is disqualified. 
My son, Rock, will be with you all tomorrow. Now, good luck, fight fair, and 
play to win!” Stoney flashed his wrists one last time in a quick pose that again 
set the room on fire and then went to his seat. 

Olive Umpee, squat and muscular with thick silver hair cut in a short bowl 
style, walked to the podium. Her lips pressed tight so they were almost invisible. 
She surveyed the crowd with distaste and blew her silver whistle loudly into the 
microphone. The room fell silent. Erec’s ears rang. 

“Well,” Umpee yelled into the microphone, “I hope there are three of you 
out there somewhere who can control yourselves. This is not a contest for lily 
livers or screaming meemies. In fact, those who know they are unfit to rule, 
please excuse yourselves right now!” 

Everybody looked around, but nobody stood. Umpee continued, quieter. 
“You will address me as Miss Umpee, or Referee. I am King Pluto’s assistant. 
There are rules. No remote controls or bought magic unless otherwise specified. 
No second chances. PII have my eye on you.” She leered over the audience 
before abruptly turning and sitting down. 

Queen Posey—a beautiful woman with long, wavy, dark hair and a rippling 
silver crown—rose, picking up a long golden scepter that sparkled with jewels. 
She wore a shimmering aqua dress and a white shawl that fluttered and swirled 
around her as if it were made of tiny floating feathers. 

“She needs more sleep,” whispered Bethany. “Look at the lines under her 
eyes.” 

She cleared her throat into the microphone and the room fell silent. “Quiet, 
please. I am Queen Posey of Ashona. My brother Piter wants these contests, so I 
am behind him. Please enjoy.” She blew a kiss to the audience. Her soft accent 
sounded mysterious. “I have nice prizes for winners of my contest.” She waved 
and sat down. 

Next to her, King Pluto picked up his scepter and walked to the microphone. 
He was pale and bundled in a thick black coat, scarves, and a black knit hat. A 
thin, coppery crown perched on the hat. He blew his nose and held up a hand 
until the clapping died down. 

“Pm King Pluto of Aorth, as you must know. Hey folks...man it’s cold up 
here.” Erec did not think it was cold at all. King Pluto spoke fast, sounding very 


unlike his sister Posey. “Reminds me of the Cyclops who ran into a store and 
stole a thermos. Had no idea what it was. A friend told him it keeps hot things 
hot and cold things cold. He showed it to his wife, and she asked, ‘What did you 
put in it?’ He said, “Three snow cones and a cup of hot chocolate.’ 

“Listen, have a great time. I can’t wait to meet the new rulers so my brother 
and sister and I can finally retire. King Piter used to talk about this great little 
seaside condo on Miami Beach, right by the ocean for Queen Posey. I’m ready.” 
He chuckled and sat down. 

Erec was puzzled. Was this the King Pluto who put his mother in a dungeon? 
That Erec was supposed to stay away from? He seemed so nice. 

Kilroy whispered in King Piter’s ear and walked to the microphone. “As you 
know, King Piter is not well. You have his blessings. He wants you to know he is 
very excited about the contests.” King Piter stared, fascinated, at his hands. 

Balthazar Ugry, King Piter’s other AdviSeer, with the bulging, creased 
forehead, went to the podium. The room fell silent and a few people gasped. 
Erec felt his stomach rise into his throat. 

Ugry hissed, “I cannot tell you how...delighted I am that you are in our 
palace. My name is Balthazar Ulrich Theodore Ugry. I must, of course, attend to 
the king as my main duty, but believe me, I will be watching all of you. Nothing 
shall escape me.” He spun around and his black cloak fanned behind him. 
Everybody in the audience stared, forgetting to clap. 

“Okay! Tomorrow morning, ten o’clock, behind the maze. First game,” 
Spartacus called into the microphone. He ran back to King Piter, but Balthazar 
Ugry was already walking the king off the stage. 


CHAPTER SEVEN 


The Maze 


Want To come find a pomegranate?” Erec asked. 

“All right.” Bethany shrugged. “But I can’t imagine King Piter helping your 
mother. Did you see how ancient he looks?” 

“T have to try.” Erec was doubtful too. “Maybe he’s changed since my mom 
knew him. Kilroy said he was sick.” 

“T thought King Piter, King Pluto, and Queen Posey were supposed to be 
triplets,” Bethany said. “King Piter looks like he could be their grandfather.” 

Walking to the kitchens in the east wing, Erec felt a pang of sadness. It took 
a moment before he realized the feeling was not his, but part of the atmosphere 
around him—the Substance. But the minute the kitchen doors opened, the 
feeling disappeared. 

Wild noises flew from the kitchen: banging pots and pans, knives hitting 
chopping blocks, and clunking equipment. A giant black oven strolled through 
on short metal legs. It swung jointed arms through piles of food, scooping 
handfuls of eggs and flour into its door. Seconds later, it spit eggshells onto the 
floor. Servants ran through, sweeping up the mess. The oven dumped piles of 
sugar and butter into its belly with abandon and collapsed with a hum that 
sounded like a bad rendition of “A Spoonful of Sugar.” In a moment it was quiet. 
The two lights on its hood blinked off, making it look asleep. 

Balor and Damon Stain, whom Erec had met on the bus, and a tall blond boy 
with dark blue eyes sat on a counter. “It’s the poor little rich kid,” said Balor. 
“Never heard of Port-O-Doors, but he owns this nice little piece of work.” He 
pointed to Erec’s glasses and squinted. “I bet that funny eye does something 
clever too. Can I see the glasses?” 

Erec shook his head. “Who’s your friend?” 

Balor shrugged. “Ward Gamin. Ward, this is...what did you say your name 
was?” 


“Rick Ross. And this is Bethany Evirly.” 

“Evirly. That’s familiar.” Balor smiled. “You’|ll both be on my team.” 

“Your team?” Erec asked. “We have teams tomorrow?” 

Balor and Ward’s eyes met. “Not tomorrow. In the second contest.” He 
looked Bethany over skeptically. “Got anything good up your sleeve?” 

Bethany’s eyes narrowed. “You think I want to be on a team with someone 
who threw me out of my seat on a bus?” 

“Ooh, she’s got spunk,” Balor said. “We’ll take her all right.” 

“Yeah,” Ward grinned. “Just to make her mad, if nothing else.” He high- 
fived Balor. 

Damon strutted around the floor, flexing his muscles and singing, “Just to 
make her ma-a-ad, ma-a-ad, ma-a-ad. Brother is a little lamb.” He stopped and 
stared into the distance. “I want the donuts.” His mouth hung open and a strand 
of drool slithered out. 

“Who says it’s up to you, anyway?” Bethany asked, crossing her arms. 

Balor, Damon, and Ward burst out laughing. “I do,” Balor said. “I have 
connections. Who were those other two with you on the bus?” 

“Jack Hare and Oscar Felix,” Erec said. “How do you know we’ll all make it 
through the first contest?” 

Balor grinned. “Just follow me—if you can. I know the way.” 

Ward shoved Balor’s shoulder. “Shut up, already. Here’s our stuff.” Hecate 
Jekyll walked over carrying trays loaded with cookies, cakes, popcorn, and 
candy. Balor and Ward grabbed the trays and Damon followed them out, stuffing 
food in his mouth all the way. 

“Haven’t I seen you kids before? What can I do for yeh?” 

“Do you have any pomegranates?” 

Hecate Jekyll’s hands fell from her hips. “Pomegranates, eh? You’re a 
pomegranate fan? What’s your name?” 

“Um, Rick.” Erec’s mind blanked. He could not remember his new last 
name. 

“Rick what?” Hecate Jekyll stared intently. 

Erec glanced at Bethany, mind racing. Rick Rose? Rick Rent? 

“Rick Ross,” Bethany put in. “He’s a little distracted, new place and all. We 
also wanted some hamburgers, please. And if it’s possible, those dessert trays 
Balor Stain had looked awfully good.” 

Hecate Jekyll smiled. “Well, sure. Balor and Damon have their own menu 
plan, but they’re still down here changing it every day. I guess I don’t see any 


harm in sending you two up with a plate of treats. All right, two burgers, two 
pomegranates?” 

Erec and Bethany nodded. Hecate disappeared and returned with hamburgers 
and pomegranates. She whispered something to the big black oven. It swung 
open its door and stuck a rack out like a big tongue. She picked off treats and put 
them on a tray. 

Hecate shook her head when she handed Erec the pomegranates. “Now, you 
kids eat some healthy Alypium food tonight. It’ll give you more energy for the 
race tomorrow.” 

Erec cradled the pomegranates in his arm and Bethany carried the plate 
loaded with doughnuts, brownies, cookies, and muffins. As they ate their 
hamburgers, Bethany whispered, “Did you hear her say ‘energy for the race’? I 
guess it’s a race tomorrow.” She bit her lip. “I’m not a runner.” 

“Remember, Balor said he knows the way. It’s not a regular race.” 

She frowned. “He’s the last person I’d follow.” 

“Unless you wanted to win. Balor obviously gets special treatment.” 

“No way,” said Bethany. “You heard Kilroy. Everyone has an equal chance. 
‘Rich and poor, smart and dumb,’” she said, giggling. 

“Did Hecate Jekyll look at me funny when I asked for the pomegranates?” 
Erec grabbed a cupcake with sprinkles. 

“Nah.” Bethany munched on a brownie. “She just wondered why you didn’t 
know your last name.” 

Erec looked at his frosting-smudged T-shirt. “I wonder if Jack would lend 
me clothes.” 

Bethany brushed brownie crumbs off her dress. “My roommate, Melody, 
told me there’s a free laundry in the castle. You wouldn’t need many.” 

Erec told Bethany about his “cloudy thoughts” as they passed the roped-off 
west wing. The guard was muttering to himself about missing lunch. When he 
saw Bethany walk past with a plate full of treats he threw his hands in the air. 
“Blast it. Where’s Ugand?” 

Bethany held a finger to her lips as they walked around a comer. Three boys 
walking by ogled the treats. “Want some?” she asked. 

“Sure.” 

“You can have the whole tray if you play a joke on that guard,” Bethany 
whispered. 

One boy lifted an eyebrow. “Are you sure that’s a good idea?” 

She nodded. “It’ll be funny.” 


Erec and Bethany watched as the boys walked close to the guard, tossing 
donuts to each other. When they were right next to him, they shouted, “Aaargh!” 
and threw food at his face. 

While the guard swatted at the food and cursed the boys, Bethany and Erec 
darted past the rope. Keeping an eye on the guard, they slipped in and out from 
the suits of armor that lined the hallway, holding swords, axes, and nunchucks. 
One held a teddy bear. As they walked by, it squeezed its teddy tighter and 
turned away. 

Hallways led from hallways, and huge doors lined the long walls. A torrent 
of noise spilled from behind one closed door. It sounded like bowling balls were 
dropping, pots and pans clashing, and jackhammers hammering, with wild 
singing mixed in. 

“The king could be anywhere.” 

They peeked in rooms and dodged maids. Erec saw a thin wooden Port-O- 
Door with a gold handle like they had seen in FES Station. Then Bethany 
pointed into a room. 

King Piter was sitting on a red velvet couch near a fire. He seemed 
unnaturally gaunt and stooped for such a large man. Spartacus Kilroy was 
coaxing him into drinking coffee. “C’mon, King, open up. Here you go.” He 
pushed the cup to the king’s mouth. King Piter turned away. 

“You know it’s coffee time. It helps you so much. There you go.” He poured 
the coffee into King Piter’s mouth and dusted his hands. The king slumped into 
the couch. “You rest. I have everything taken care of.” He pulled a blanket over 
the king and walked out. 

Bethany and Erec flattened themselves on a wall behind a suit of armor. 
Kilroy walked out without seeing them. Erec held his breath when they went into 
the room. He stopped before King Piter, unsure how to wake him. He put his 
hand on the king’s shoulder. 

The king’s eyes flew open. He looked at Erec in shock. Erec removed his 
hand, and King Piter’s eyes started to close. 

“T need your help. My mother, June O’Hara, is a prisoner in King Pluto’s 
dungeons.” 

King Piter looked confused. 

“Do you remember my mother?” 

King Piter tilted his head as if deep in thought. Erec held his mother’s 
picture out. The king looked at it and sniffed. 

“Would you like a pomegranate?” Erec held one out. 


The king wrinkled his nose as if it disgusted him, but Erec pushed it into the 
king’s hand. As their hands touched, the king said, “Erec?” 

Erec jumped back in surprise. 

“What is the meaning of this?” Balthazar Ugry stormed into the room. “So, 
it’s you two cretins again. Had to upset the king, didn’t you? Pack your bags. 
You’re going straight home. You kids think you can come here and take over, be 
the next king or queen. Well, that’s not about to happen.” 

“Oh, Balthazar, I see you’ve found my friends,” said a voice from the 
doorway. Spartacus Kilroy winked at Erec. “Is there a problem?” 

Ugry hissed, “You know these wretches?” 

“Sure. They volunteered to help. King Piter wanted to meet a few 
contestants, and these two agreed.” 

“That’s funny,” Ugry retorted. “I haven’t heard the king say a thing in 
years.” 

“Tt’s all in your approach,” said Kilroy, smiling. 

Ugry glared at Erec and swept from the room. 

“Thank you,” said Bethany, very relieved. “I would have died if I had to go 
home.” 

Kilroy shook his head at the thought. “Balthazar tends to overreact. If it was 
up to him, all you kids would go home. I’m not sure who he thinks the next 
kings and queens will be. But he’s a little set in his ways. I think the world 
stopped for him when King Piter got sick. 

“Meanwhile,” Kilroy added, more serious, “don’t bother the king again. One 
time, no harm. But he needs his rest.” Kilroy pointed Erec and Bethany out the 
door and out of the west wing. 


The gardens around the castle were immaculate, unlike the castle itself. 
Beautiful plants that Erec had never before seen were arranged without a weed 
in sight. The roses lining the path were taller than he was, with blooms as big as 
his head. A terrace full of huge, brightly colored daisies whirred with activity. 
The daisy heads took off into the air, spinning like little yellow, purple, and 
orange helicopters, and landing on different stems. 

Small green reptiles with big back legs hopped by. When one jumped on 
Bethany’s head, she shrieked and pulled it off. “What was that thing?” 

A girl nearby said, “Leaping lizards. They’re harmless.” The girl ducked as 
another leaping lizard sailed past her own face. 


Near the back corner of the palace, hundreds of flags waved from every 
country in Upper Earth and the Kingdoms of the Keepers. A few kids ran 
between the flagpoles, touching one, then another. Seeing this, Erec touched one 
too. A silence fell and a beautiful tune played. Erec guessed it was the national 
anthem of that country. 

Behind the castle was a great maze made of shrubs too high to see over. “Oh, 
how fun,” Bethany said. “Let’s try it.” 

A sign in front of the maze entrance said it was closed for the day. 

“How can a maze be closed?” Erec asked. 

“You’re right. Let’s go.” Bethany tugged his arm. 

Nobody was looking so they went in. Once inside they discovered that all 
the passageways looked alike. They quickly got lost. With so many twists and 
turns, the maze seemed like an endless trap. Erec started to wonder if they would 
ever get out. 

Finally they heard a loud howl and cursing. Alarmed, they followed the 
noise. A gap in the shrubs revealed a courtyard in the center of the maze. A man 
was chaining a strange, sleeping beast to a pole. Another man sat on the ground, 
swearing. Blood covered his left arm, which hung limp at his side. 

“Tt’s okay, mate,” the first one said. “They’ll fix you right up at the palace, 
they will.” 

The man covered with blood groaned. “Why do they want a minotaur here, 
anyway? All these kids around. Someone’s going to get killed, you just wait. 
Look what it did to me in its sleep.” 

The first man shrugged. “This is what the king’s AdviSeer wanted, and he 
knows better than us. Said something about a surprise.” 

“Well, do we leave food for it?” 

“The AdviSeer wanted it hungry.” 

The sitting man didn’t like that idea. “This thing would eat a kid for 
breakfast.” 

Erec and Bethany tried to get a better look at the minotaur. It had the head 
and body of a huge bull, but its lower legs looked like a giant, hairy human’s in 
racing shorts. 

“Let’s get out of here,” Bethany said. “If you follow the right hand wall of a 
maze you’ll eventually get out.” 

The sun was sinking and the maze seemed endless. Knowing that around any 
corner they might run into the kid-eating minotaur again made it even worse. 
When they finally got out, Erec was shaking. They ran into the dormitories and 


collapsed in a sitting room. 

Later at dinner, all Erec could think about was asking his mother more 
questions. Why did she lie to him his whole life? He didn’t know what to 
believe. He wanted to put his glasses on right then in the cafeteria, but kids were 
everywhere. His dorm room was no better with Jack and Oscar popping in and 
out. He closed his eyes. “I was stupid. Why didn’t I put my glasses on in the 
maze?” 

“Put them on now,” Bethany said. “Nobody can hear us. Pl pretend we’re 
talking.” 

“Someone could sit with us and I wouldn’t even know.” 

“Don’t worry. Pl kick you if someone comes too close.” 

Erec slid the glasses on his face. His mother was knitting and reading a book 
with a television blaring. “Mom?” 

Taken by surprise, June dropped her knitting and spilled her lemonade. She 
put her hand on her heart. “Erec?” 

“Yeah, it’s me, Mom.” A wave of embarrassment passed over him as he 
realized he was looking at Bethany and saying, “Mom.” 

“Are you all right?” 

“T’m fine. I may have to leave at any second, though.” He did not add that he 
was sitting in a busy cafeteria. He could imagine what she would say. “I have a 
lot to ask you. First, why didn’t you tell me all of this before? I don’t even know 
which way is up now. I find out my own mother knows magic. I was born in 
Alypium. People were after me here for some reason. I want the whole story.” 

“Erec, stop. I know,” she said, picking up her knitting. “I’m sorry I didn’t tell 
you I knew magic. I had my reasons. Then you would have wanted to know 
everything...like you do now. And you can’t know much more.” She twisted a 
pen she was holding so hard that it broke. “Don’t be impatient. Yov’ll find out 
when it’s time.” 

“Why did King Pluto capture you?” 

June sighed. “He’s had a hard life. He was a sweet man, but he could only 
take so much. He wasn’t as powerful as Posey, and not nearly as powerful as 
Piter. Not that that should matter, but he was always compared, and I know he 
felt bad. 

“He’s suffered, too. His scepter is weaker. That’s what keeps them alive so 
long. It goes into everything they touch. That’s why King Piter’s wife lived a 
long time, before she and the triplets were killed. Queen Posey’s husband and 
kids are several hundred years old. But Pluto’s families...he’s had a few, but they 


grow old and die while he keeps on living. His scepter isn’t strong enough to 
keep them alive. That’s been terribly painful.” 

His mother sighed. “Plus, he uses his scepter far too much, probably to make 
up for his lack of power. Those scepters can warp the strongest soul unless 
treated very carefully. And Thanatos Baskania is always at his side, making him 
feel worse, promising him power he never had. I’m afraid he’s finally gone to 
the wrong side for good.” 

It seemed like his mother had skirted around his question, but he was 
curious. “Thanatos Baskania? You don’t mean the Crown Prince of Peace, do 
you?” 

“The very one.” June frowned. “You may as well hear this now, for your 
own Safety. Baskania, the Crown Prince, is not from Upper Earth. He is to be 
strictly avoided. In fact, of all people, he must not find out that you are there. 
He’s a dangerous man.” 

“Where is he from, Alypium?” 

“He created Alypium, and Ashona and Aorth, too. He’s from the old times, 
when magic was everywhere.” 

“But what is he doing in Upper Earth, then?” 

“Good question. I have a bad feeling about it. He’s power mad from 
hundreds of years of trying to perfect magic and do things that nobody can do. 
Taking over Upper Earth wouldn’t be too hard for him, and that’s what I’m 
afraid he is trying. When he bought those huge corporations that spread across 
the world, I wondered if it was about the money, and all the things and people it 
bought. But now, with this politicking for ‘peace’ and getting involved with the 
United Nations...I don’t know. 

“But he’ll be stopped before he gets too far. The rulers in the Kingdoms of 
the Keepers will never let him take over.” 

“What rulers?” 

“Well, King Piter, of course. And Queen Posey, I suppose.” 

Erec faintly heard Bethany laughing as if he had told a joke. He felt grateful 
for her efforts. 

“Mom, King Piter is no help. He didn’t remember you. And he didn’t want 
the pomegranates.” 

June was shocked. “But he does know me. Maybe he didn’t hear you. Was 
he busy?” 

“He was propped on a couch staring at the wall.” 

“Was he asleep?” June bit her lip. 


“No,” said Erec. “But he’s sick, and he’s really old and confused. I don’t 
think he knows where he is.” 

June picked up her knitting, studying the stitches. “This can’t be. I knew he 
was...not feeling right and that something was terribly wrong, but I had no 
idea...” 

Erec wondered how she knew, but she didn’t look like she wanted to talk 
about it. He could hear Bethany chatting nearby. 

“Unless...” June said loudly. 

“Huh?” asked Erec. 

“You say he’s confused, doesn’t know where he is?” 

“Yeah. He’s let the castle go. It’s lying on its side.” 

“Something isn’t right, Erec. I think someone put him under a spell. He 
doesn’t sound sick to me. I have an idea...” 

Bethany kicked Erec hard on the leg. “Ow...bye!” he said and whisked the 
glasses off. 

Ward Gamin, Balor Stain’s friend, was marching to Erec’s table with a sneer. 
Muscles rippled under his shirt. 

Bethany whispered, “Your nectar glass shot over to that wall. It must have 
been a gravity lapse. It got all over Ward.” 

Ward wiped his shirt with Erec’s napkin. “Think you’re funny, huh?” 

Erec bit his lip, trying not to laugh. He offered another napkin. “Sorry, Ward. 
I guess the messed-up gravity did it.” 

Bethany nodded. “I tried to grab it, but I missed.” 

“Yeah, sure.” Ward looked back and forth between Erec and Bethany. He 
seemed confused how to turn their apologies into a fight. “Well, I don’t like you 
anyway. I don’t care what Balor thinks. He only wants those.” He pointed to 
Erec’s glasses. “But you’re a bunch of nobodies, I can tell.” He walked away, 
chuckling. “You bozos won’t make it through the first game.” 

Bethany stuck her tongue out at Ward’s back. 

Erec slumped in his chair. “I feel like I should be wearing a target on my 
back. The only person I can trust is stuck in a dungeon...except for you.” Then 
again, he wasn’t sure he did trust his mother now. “I’m turning in,” he said. “See 
you in the morning?” 

“Ten o’clock behind the maze,” said Bethany. “Ward Gamin is wrong. We 
are going to win.” 


CHAPTER EIGHT 


The MONSTER 


AFTER SHOWERING AND putting on clean clothes that Jack lent him, Erec felt 
like a new person. Jack said the L on his forehead was so light now he could 
barely see it. Erec decided to wear the cap just in case. They found Bethany in 
the cafeteria, no hat on, eating ambrosia and nectar. She looked completely 
different in her roommate Melody’s orange shirt and blue shorts instead of her 
raggedy dress. 

“You look great,” Jack said. 

Bethany’s cheeks turned pink. “I don’t feel like me. I feel so much...better. 
Why do some of the kids wear blue cloaks?” 

Jack said, “They’re apprenticing to be sorcerers. Sorcerers wear black cloaks 
—at least they all used to. It’s getting old-fashioned. A lot of sorcerers wear 
street clothes now, except the ones who want attention. Funny, the ones who are 
the least powerful often are the ones who wear the cloaks.” 

As they walked together to the maze, Erec asked a question he’d thought of 
yesterday. “Do you know what the magic box was that the guard had? It looked 
like a remote control.” 

Jack laughed. “That’s just what it was. They concentrate your energy, let you 
do magic you couldn’t do unless you were really good. All the apprentices use 
them. A lot of people never could do magic without them. It all depends on how 
much power you have inside, really.” 

Erec thought that was great. “Do they let you do anything you want?” 

“Nah. Only mid-level magic, like moving things or people, making things 
invisible, destroying things, making people feel different, starting fire, stuff like 
that.” 

Erec and Bethany looked at each other. “That sounds like a lot. What can’t 
they do?” 

“Plenty. They can’t heal things, change things, make things grow, make 


force fields, enchant objects, read minds. To do those you have to learn a lot, and 
get past needing a remote.” 

A crowd gathered behind the maze where Erec and Bethany had been lost. 
He shuddered to think of the minotaur inside. “You don’t think we have to go in 
there and...” 

Bethany grew pale. “We won’t do it. You heard what the man said. That 
thing would eat us for breakfast!” 

Erec’s stomach dropped. “Someone’s going to get hurt, I know it. PII go in 
and do what I can to help.” 

“You’re not afraid?” 

“T didn’t say that.” Erec would not think about being afraid. There was no 
room for that now. 

Spartacus Kilroy, in his bright blue, starred cape, stood by a large metal 
archway with a dome on top. At his side, Queen Posey tapped her scepter on the 
ground. A thin stream of water sprang near Erec’s feet, curving around the large 
group of contestants. 

Kilroy blew his whistle. He seemed uncomfortable. “Now that we are all 
together, I have an announcement. There have been reports that, um, some of 
you are not who you say you are. We’ve had a few calls, and...just to be safe, 
you understand, everyone will have to walk though this Identdetector. You will 
notice the water wall surrounding you, provided by Queen Posey, in case anyone 
was to try to”—he cleared his throat—“escape. Now, form a line, and let’s get 
this over with.” 

A buzz immediately arose. Bethany grabbed Jack by the arm. “What’s an 
Identdetector?” 

“It shows your true identity and appearance, and exposes people who 
changed shape.” 

“How can people change shape?” Erec asked. 

“There are spells,” Jack said. “Not a lot of people do it, though, because you 
can never look like your old self again.” 

“Why not?” Bethany asked. 

“You’d have to use the spell again to make yourself look like your old self, 
but it never works as well the second time. You’d only look similar. And if you 
change more than once or twice, you start to look strange. Pointy ears, pink eyes. 
People don’t do it too much.” 

Kilroy was trying, unsuccessfully, to form a line. Occasional spurts of water 
shot above the crowd to appreciative laughter. 


“Erec.” Bethany pulled him aside and whispered, “You better hide. He’s 
going to see your real name. And what if it shows where we are from? It could 
be all over.” 

“Maybe we should get out of here.” Erec wasn’t sure how the tiny stream 
could keep them penned in, so he put part of his foot over the water. It shot into 
the air with such force that he was thrown onto his back. A roar of laughter went 
up around him, but Bethany looked panicked. 

A line formed near the Identdetector, which was the only way out of the 
circle of water. Erec and Bethany drifted near the machine, but avoided the line. 
Kilroy ushered kids one by one under the Identdetector’s tall blue dome. 

A boy walked under the dome. “Name?” asked Spartacus Kilroy. 

“Bo Garth,” the boy said. 

Spartacus repeated “Bo Garth,” and the pages of his ledger book flew open 
to Bo’s name. Erec could see the screen on the side of the Identdetector 
comparing two identical pictures of Bo’s face and his name. No address or other 
information was listed. Spartacus put a check by Bo’s name. 

Erec jabbed his thumb toward the book in Kilroy’s hands. “I guess it’s a 
good thing I didn’t change my name in his book. I signed in as Erec Rex, so I 
should be okay.” 

“But what if Kilroy recognizes your name?” 

Erec idly kicked a pebble into the water wall, and a small jet shot it back. 
“Tt’s not like I have much choice.” 

The crowd in the water wall was thinning when a rumble of chatter erupted 
near the Identdetector. “Well, I think we have our culprit,” Spartacus Kilroy said. 
Erec squeezed into a tight crowd peering at the pictures on the side of the 
machine. One showed an angry boy, about fourteen, now cursing inside the 
machine. The other picture was of a balding middle-aged man. “Queen Posey, 
your highness, we’ve found him. A grown man trying to sneak into the contests.” 
Kilroy shook his head. 

Queen Posey appeared with a splash, dark brown hair hanging in ringlets 
and shimmering blue robes draped around her. Now that she was close, Erec saw 
that the dark circles under her eyes were made from three thin black lines. She 
frowned and wagged a finger at the boy-man whose name was Tyrone Rant. In a 
moment Rant was sitting near her, penned in by a small water wall. 

Kilroy looked shaken. “Good thing we checked. Your highness, should we 
let the rest of these kids go?” 

Queen Posey thought a minute. “No. I think they should all go through.” 


Erec’s heart sank. 

Not many kids were left inside when shouts erupted. Two others joined Rant 
in his water wall: another man, posing as a boy, and a woman who looked like a 
ten-year-old girl. Queen Posey did not look pleased. 

“Pm getting this over with,” Bethany announced. She walked to the 
Identdetector with Erec behind her. After a short wait, she walked in. “Bethany 
Evirly,” she said. 

“Bethany Evirly,” Kilroy repeated, sounding tired. He looked up. “Oh, hi,” 
he smiled. His book flew open to a different page and he marked a check by her 
name. “You changed your name once, I see.” he said. “Hmm. Are you related to 
Earl Evirly?” 

Turning pale, Bethany shook her head. 

“Too bad,” said Kilroy. “He’s in big around here lately. Always at important 
meetings.” He shrugged. “Next.” 

Erec walked in. “Erec Rex.” 

“Balthazar’s friend,” Kilroy chuckled. He looked at the machine, puzzled. 
“Your majesty, I’m not sure what to make of this. Can you look? He is a kid, but 
his pictures don’t match.” 

The queen stared at the pictures for a long time, then at Erec with a look of 
disbelief. Erec wondered what was wrong with his picture. He could not see it 
from inside the machine. Could his name be confusing everybody? 

“Your majesty? Should we let him stay in the games? He’s not an adult 
trying to sneak in. Who knows what happened to him?” 

Queen Posey cleared her throat. “You are right, of course. He may stay.” 

Erec felt a surge of relief, though his legs were weak from the waiting. 
“AdviSeer Kilroy?” 

“Call me Sport.” Kilroy winked. “Saved you twice now.” 

“Uh, I like to be called Rick Ross, not Erec Rex. Could you change my name 
in your book?” Erec held his breath. 

Kilroy was clearly surprised. “Well, I don’t know. That’s rather odd.” 

“You heard the boy,” said Queen Posey. “Call him Rick Ross.” 

“Well, okay then.” Kilroy smiled politely and drew a thin line through “Erec 
Rex.” “Rick Ross it is.” 

“Thank you.” Erec nodded to the queen and darted away to where Bethany 
stood waiting. 

“What happened?” Bethany asked. “I couldn’t see the pictures from this 
side. Did they recognize your name?” 


“T have no idea.” Erec shook his head in amazement. “They said my pictures 
didn’t match. How could that be? I didn’t have a shape-changing spell. Queen 
Posey was staring at me. I wonder if she recognized my name. Kilroy didn’t 
seem to.” A heavy weight settled on Erec’s shoulders. He had been safe, but now 
he wasn’t sure what was going on. 

Bethany bit her lip. “It sounds like my Uncle Earl has been here.” 

“All right,” Kilroy shouted. “There will be no more entries. The games have 
officially begun!” He blew his whistle and the crowd erupted in cheers. 

“The first contest,” said Kilroy, “is the MONSTER: the Multi Option Non 
Stop To End Race. The track is divided into half-mile segments, each splitting 
into branches. At the ends of the segments will be a sign with a question. Each 
answer choice will point you down a different path. Only one is correct. If you 
pick the right answer and go down the right track, it will split again in another 
half mile with another question. If you pick a wrong answer, you either come to 
a dead end and go back or, worse, you may go on to another track split, where 
there are two wrong answers leading to two dead ends. If you come to a question 
where you know both answers are wrong, turn back and take another track 
choice. 

“You will not be able to see the dead ends until you are on top of them. They 
look like forks in the track. When you return from a dead end, you must wear 
vanishing caps, which will be in big boxes next to each sign.” Kilroy plopped a 
black cap on his head and disappeared. Then he pulled it off and reappeared. 
“This keeps your competitors from knowing they are on the wrong path. 

“If you make each choice correctly, you can win in five segments. That’s 
two and a half miles. If you make every choice wrong, the race can be up to 
seven and a half miles forward plus five miles backward. Don’t wear yourself 
out too fast. Decision making is more important than speed. And don’t worry. 
This is hard, but two hundred of you out there will win the Multi Option Non 
Stop To End Race. Good luck!” 

Erec thought of his sister Nell and her walker. The contest did not seem fair. 
Still, he was relieved it did not involve the minotaur in the maze. 

Erec watched as Bethany was counting on her fingers. She saw him staring 
and looked sheepishly at him. “Just figuring out the odds of winning by 
randomly guessing answers, with this many kids and the number of segments.” 
She shrugged. “I like math.” 

The judges, minus King Piter, huddled nearby. Balthazar Ugry stood to the 
side with a scowl. King Pluto waved his scepter, and numbers appeared on the 


backs of everybody’s shirts. Erec was 441 and Bethany was 398. Erec wondered 
if the numbers would stay on their shirts permanently. 

The huge crowd followed Spartacus Kilroy around the maze and crowded 
around a wide starting line. Kilroy blew his whistle, and everybody ran, 
bumping into each other for a half mile to the first sign. A boy and a girl who 
looked like they were around sixteen flew above the crowd. A girl pointed up, 
saying, “There go the Calais twins.” 

A boy zipped by so fast Erec almost fell over. His feet skimmed over the 
track like ice on glass. A few kids bounced as if they were walking on the moon. 
Erec was the most surprised, however, to see a cheetah speed by like lightning. 
When it reached the signpost, it turned into a girl with long golden hair and 
freckles. 

Erec saw Balor Stain look at writing on his palm and dash down the left fork 
without stopping, Damon, Ward, and Rock at his side. They all bounded with 
long strides, as if their shoes had rockets or springs. 

A gigantic beast with long snakelike necks and big fangs jutting from its 
heads hissed from the first signpost. Erec jumped back when a head shot toward 
him, jaws opened. A slick, futuristic woman’s voice spoke in calm monotone 
above the commotion. “You have come to a Hydra, which arose from a lake. It is 
charging at you, fangs bared. Go down the left path if you throw a sack over its 
middle head. Go down the right path if you chop its heads off with your sword.” 

Kids ran to the right and left, sometimes changing their minds and turning 
the other way. A snake head shot at a girl facing away from the sign. Erec rushed 
to push her out of the way, but the monster melted into the air when it touched 
her. 

A tall, thin boy jumped twenty feet in the air and looked over the sign. 
Whatever he saw must not have helped him, though, because he looked 
disappointed when he landed. A dark-haired girl was somehow able to make the 
Hydra jump up and down. Although it was interesting to watch, it didn’t help her 
at all. 

“Well,” said Bethany, who had kept up easily with Erec, “it’s cruel and 
disgusting to chop off its heads, but I suppose that’s the right answer.” 

“T don’t think so,” said Erec. “Balor ran to the left without even reading the 
sign.” 

Bethany put her hands on her hips. “Then we should go the other way.” 

“And lose for sure?” Erec wasn’t sure why, but he wanted to win. Maybe it 
was his competitive side taking over. Then again, his mother did say that fate 


might have put him here for a reason. Anyway, it seemed best to try his hardest. 

Bethany made a face and ran up the left track. Balor and his friends were out 
of sight. The track was less crowded, and they ran the next half mile at a decent 
pace. At the next sign, a huge crablike beast snapped long pincers at them. It had 
one eye and a large mouth with sharp teeth. 

The same calm female monotone said, “Congratulations. You threw a bag 
over the Hydra’s middle head, which holds its little brain, confusing it so you 
could run away. If you chop off a Hydra head, two grow back in its place right 
away. 

“Now a hungry ginglehoffer sees you in a forest. It is dinnertime. He runs to 
catch you. If you use a marshmallow, take the path to the left. If you use a sword, 
take the path straight ahead. If you use a leash, take the path to the right.” 

Murmurs of confusion filled the air. Kids with knowing expressions ran in 
all three directions. “At least we’re not the only clueless ones,” said Erec. 

“Well,” said Bethany, “it seems like swords don’t work well with these 
things. And a marshmallow sounds ridiculous. Want to try the leash?” 

Erec thought a leash sounded as ridiculous as a marshmallow, but it was as 
good as anything else. They ran to the right, slower now, to the large sign a half 
mile away. On the signpost a dragon roared and clawed at the air, wings spread. 
A path forked behind it. 

The woman’s voice said, “What would you do with a leash if a ginglehoffer 
was chasing you? Become a delicious dinner. Put on an invisibility cap behind 
this sign and leave it at the ginglehoffer signpost.” 

Erec and Bethany looked at each other in disgust. “I’m getting sick of 
running,” Bethany said. From behind the signpost, the raging dragon looked like 
motionless cardboard. Bethany put a cap on and disappeared. 

“How can we run together if I can’t see you?” 

“We can’t.” Bethany’s voice was near Erec. “Don’t wait for me. I’m getting 
tired. I don’t want to lose this for you.” 

“Forget it,” said Erec, putting his cap on. “Run your best. You may beat me, 
anyway. We’ll wait at the signpost for each other. I won’t mind a break then.” 

Running while invisible felt strange. Bethany appeared a minute after Erec 
took his cap off by the ginglehoffer sign. 

“We’ve only run two miles,” Bethany said. “We better slow down. 
Remember the tortoise and the hare?” 

Oscar and Jack tore up to the sign, red and winded, and leaned on their 
knees, panting. 


Oscar scowled. “We cut off the Hydra’s heads, then we came to a giant 
mosquito and tried to throw a net around it. Wrong. Jack talked me into coming 
back here before we tried riding the mosquito. Who knows what’s right?” He 
glared at Jack. “If we were supposed to ride the mosquito...” 

Jack held up a finger. “Shh...We got it right, doofus. Listen to the sign.” 
Erec didn’t hear anything. He realized the woman’s words must sound in the 
runners’ heads when they came to the sign. 

Oscar spat. “We’ve run three miles. You two look pretty good.” 

“We just ran two. We’re going slower,” said Erec. He went to drop the 
vanishing cap in the box, but turned around when Bethany loudly cleared her 
throat. She stuffed hers in her pocket and pointed at it. Erec put his cap in his 
pocket too. 

Oscar and Jack saw him. “Good thinking,” said Oscar. “That could come in 
handy.” 

Jack frowned. “I don’t think that’s smart. It’s stealing. Is it worth getting sent 
home?” 

Oscar’s nose wrinkled. “Just say it was a mistake. They can’t prove 
anything.” 

After a moment of doubt, Erec decided he should keep the cap. It could end 
up helping him save his mother. He stared at the ginglehoffer, claws snapping, 
while the woman’s voice again sounded in his head. 

“T still don’t like the sword,” said Bethany. “The leash path was a dead end.” 

“It’s a marshmallow,” said Jack. 

“Are you crazy?” said Oscar. 

“No. My dad said something about it once, I’m sure.” 

“No way. Give me the mighty sword.” Oscar took off down the path straight 
ahead. Bethany, Erec, and Jack took the marshmallow path to the left. Running 
wasn’t bad after the short break. They jogged at a steady pace, then jumped back 
when a giant minotaur in racing shorts appeared, towering over them. His bull- 
like upper body reared up to smash them. 

“Eeek!” Bethany turned away. 

“Look,” Jack said. “It’s just fake. It can’t hurt you.” 

The infuriatingly calm woman’s voice echoed in their heads. 
“Congratulations. Ginglehoffers can’t resist marshmallows but are terribly 
allergic to them. Yours eats the marshmallow, gags, and throws up while you run 
away.” 

“T guess the theme is escaping and not killing the monsters,” said Erec. 


“Of course,” sniffed Bethany. “One should always be kind to creatures.” 
Jack nodded. 

“Hmm, why don’t I want to be kind to a minotaur?” Erec said, laughing. 

The woman’s voice continued. “A giant minotaur is tearing at you across a 
field. If you plead with the minotaur for your life, go left. If you shoot an arrow 
into the minotaur’s eye, go straight. If you throw water on the minotaur, go 
right.” 

“T don’t think pleading with a minotaur would work.” 

Bethany scrunched her face at the awful creature. “I don’t like shooting it in 
the eye, though. Water, everyone?” 

Erec looked at Jack. “Has your father said anything about minotaurs?” 

“No.” Jack shrugged. “Water’s good as anything to me.” 

They took the right fork. After about an eighth of a mile, Jack struck 
something hard in the air. He fell onto his back, feet up. 

“Darn it,” a voice echoed behind them. The three looked at each other. 

“Ts that what I think it was?” Erec asked. 

Jack stood and dusted himself off. “It was someone running back with an 
invisibility cap. We’re on the wrong path.” 

“That saved us a mile.” Bethany wiped her forehead. 

“Or more,” Jack said. “It could have split again.” 

Erec and Bethany took their vanishing caps from their pockets. 

“Ugh,” Jack said. “I didn’t take one. Now what do I do?” He looked 
longingly at the cardboard back of the minotaur sign. 

Bethany said, “You don’t need it. Just run back without it. You’ve only gone 
down here a little way.” 

“No,” said Jack, “it’s not worth the risk.” He looked sadly at the path ahead 
as kids ran by. 

“Here.” Bethany threw her cap to Jack and ran back without one. Erec and 
Jack looked at each other, put caps on, and followed her back. 

“Thanks.” Jack smiled and tossed Bethany the cap. 

She shrugged. “I guess it’s the arrow, then. Pleading with a minotaur is 
ridiculous.” They walked slowly but picked up their pace as they came to an 
enormous, muscular man at the end of the track. Holding a club, he had one huge 
eye in the middle of his sloped head. 

The woman’s voice sounded in their heads. “Congratulations. You shot a 
bull’s eye. Your arrow stunned the minotaur, letting you shoot another at its other 
eye, blinding it, or its heart, to kill it.” 


“So much for kindness to animals,” said Jack. 

The voice said, “Finally, at the end of your journey, an angry Cyclops swings 
his club at you as he climbs down a mountain. If you grab his ankles and trip 
him before he has time to react, go to the right. If you offer him your watch and 
all your valuables, go to the left.” 

Erec frowned. “Something tells me bribing the guy might work better than 
fighting him.” Bethany and Jack agreed and they started slowly down the left 
fork. A few kids ran by, so the three put on steam and ran hard to the finish line. 
“We went seven segments. That’s three and a half miles,” said Erec. “Not bad.” 

Olive Umpee wrote down their shirt numbers as they crossed the finish line. 
Erec asked Umpee what his place was, and she pointed at a large board behind 
her, where runners’ names appeared next to their numbers. Erec, Bethany, and 
Jack were listed as ninety-five,-six and-seven. They cheered and fell onto the 
grass. 

“Look at the first four winners.” Bethany pointed. “Balor Stain, Damon 
Stain, Rock Rayson, and Ward Gamin. Surprise, surprise.” 

Hecate Jekyll handed out cloudsicles, pollen sundaes, honeycomb, snow 
cones, and spring water at a refreshment stand. Erec tried a berry peach nectar 
swirl cloudsicle. Frozen purple mist moved around the stick. It was cold and 
delicious, and twirled in his mouth before it melted. Bethany ate a maple 
cloudsicle. “Look,” she said, “it melts up!” As the cloudsicle thawed, it spun 
faster and bits puffed off the top. Jack had a honey cocoa swirl and a pollen 
apple swirl before flopping onto the soft grass. 

“Spread the word,” said Hecate Jekyll, “Sport Kilroy has planned a winners’ 
party tonight in the agora. Winners meet at six at the dormitory entrance, and 
we'll walk down together.” She winked. “We’ll have pizza and ice cream, candy, 
sody pops—some Aorth treats for ya. And a pomegranate for you.” She pointed 
at Erec then tapped her head. “See, I’m old, but I’ve still got it all up here.” 

Balor, Damon, Ward, and Rock Rayson walked by, laughing. Somehow they 
had bags of Super A King fastaurant burgers and sodas. “So, you made it,” Balor 
said. “Good. Yov’ll be on our team, then.” He laughed. “Probably. You going to 
the winners’ party tonight?” 

“T guess,” said Erec. “Are you?” 

“Oh, we have plans,” said Balor. 

Damon grinned. “We have some spying to do.” 

Balor looked crossly at Damon. “Shut up, bonehead.” He turned to Erec and 
laughed. “Have a good time tonight.” They walked away. 


“Did you hear that?” said Bethany. “They’ve admitted to spying. That’s how 
they know so much about the contests.” 

“Tt seems to me,” said Erec, “that whoever gave them those fastaurant 
burgers could just as easily have given them contest secrets.” 

Oscar walked over, red and panting. “You look like you spent all day 
relaxing on the grass.” 

Jack, Erec, and Bethany’s eyes met. Nobody wanted to ask if he came in as a 
winner. Oscar plopped down. “Well, aren’t you going to even ask how I did?” 

“Uh, how’d ya do?” asked Jack. 

Oscar scowled. “One ninety-five.” 

“You’re in!” Jack shouted. 

“Barely,” said Oscar. “My dad will kill me.” 

Both Oscar and Jack’s skin glowed bright red. “You guys are sunburned.” 
Bethany tapped Oscar’s nose. “Don’t you get any sun in Aorth?” 

Oscar glared at her as if the answer should be obvious. 

Stoney Rayson appeared, looking cool in a gray suit, black wristbands, and 
eye patch. Kids ran up, searching for paper and pens for autographs. Rayson 
ignored them, announcing into a microphone, “The contest is over. The judges 
are leaving and the track is gone.” Suddenly, a wide field of grass and 
wildflowers blew in the wind where the track had been a second ago. 

“Winners, get your prizes here.” Rayson pointed to a large pen where balls 
of different colors and size were scattered over the ground. “Everyone gets an 
aniball.” Rayson checked off winners’ names as they entered. “Only one each— 
just one. You can keep it or let it go.” 

All around balls popped, turning into rabbits, hamsters, lizards, dogs, 
squirrels, pigs, and even a platypus. Erec recognized Bo Garth from the 
Identdetector. He touched a small red ball and it popped, leaving a small 
mosquito in its place. He shooed it away, dejected. 

Bethany was glowing with excitement. She eyed a small group of balls 
carefully. “I’ve always wanted a pet. Uncle Earl would never let me have one.” 

Jack touched a multicolored ball that turned into a big, beautiful butterfly 
and flew away. He shrugged. “I have too many pets at home, anyway.” 

Balor, Damon, Rock, and Ward checked in, and Rayson pulled out a burlap 
sack, rolling four black aniballs before them. The boys touched them and they 
became four identical shining black stallions. The boys high-fived and laughed. 
Rayson pointed a thumb to a pile of bridles and saddles. 

“Hey,” Bo shouted. “Why do they get special ones?” 


“Top four winners,” grinned Rayson, dusting his hands. 

Bethany carefully chose a pink ball, which turned into a very fluffy small 
pink kitten. She oohed and aahed, picked the kitten up, and looked happier than 
Erec had ever seen her. 

Oscar ran by with his hand cupping a tiny fish, which was gasping for 
breath. “See any water?” 

Erec did some searching himself. There were a fair number of aniballs left, 
and kids roaming through the pen seemed afraid to pick. He finally touched a 
gray ball that turned into a fully grown dog, wagging his tail. He was shaped like 
a large Labrador, except triangular pointy ears stood straight up from his head. 
His back and face were a dark, flecked gray, and his underside, legs, neck, and 
snout glowed white. A white stripe slid down his face. 

The dog jumped, paws hitting Erec’s chest, almost knocking him over, and 
licked his face. His eyes were a shocking blue, with vivid intelligence. Erec 
wrapped an arm around his neck and rubbed his head, laughing. 

Suddenly there was a scream. Kids and animals ran, shouting and 
squawking, as a huge rhinoceros charged through the pen. Upset aniballs popped 
into birds and newts around them. Erec grabbed his dog and Bethany’s arm and 
ran to the gate. 

Bethany and Erec’s dog both stared at him in shock. “How did you pick that 
dog up? Wasn’t it heavy?” 

Erec realized he was still holding the dog and set him down. He shrugged. 
“T’m stronger than I look.” 

Stoney Rayson watched the pandemonium, not moving. Three kids lay on 
their backs in the pen, and others were trampled. Erec wondered if Rayson was 
frozen in shock. 

Finally, after the pen was mostly cleared, and the rhino had charged back and 
forth a few times, Rayson shouted, “Everybody stand back.” He pulled a 
wristband off his right wrist, flipped his fist up, and suddenly the rhinoceros 
turned to stone, head lowered and poised to charge. 

A girl and several animals near the rhino were also turned to stone, along 
with Bo Garth’s left leg, which had been in the air. Bo screamed. 

“It’s okay,” Rayson covered his wrist again. “We’ll get you kids to the royal 
hospital in the south wing.” He scooped Bo in his arms and started carrying him 
to the castle. 

Balthazar Ugry appeared, glowering. “I knew someone would get hurt,” he 
said. “These contests must end now.” 


“Nobody asked you, Balthazar,” said Rayson. “And nobody got hurt in the 
contest. Stay out of it.” 

Ugry waved his walking stick toward the pen. The girl who had turned to 
stone, a few children lying limp, and some stone animals rose above the field 
and drifted alongside him to the castle. 

“Did you see Stoney Rayson turn that rhinoceros to stone?” Erec asked. “He 
must really have gorgon eyes in his wrists.” 

Bethany also was dumbfounded. “Could all the Super A Team members 
really have the powers that they do in the movies and comics?” 

Jack frowned at them. “Of course they do. What did you think? Some of 
those guys are pretty scary. I’m surprised you’ve heard of them at all in Upper 
Earth.” 

Erec thought of the comics showing Mighty Joe Liath crushing his enemies, 
Franklin Stein bringing deadly things to life, and Mel Timan with his melting 
heat rays, and shuddered. 


The pizza and ice cream at the winners’ party tasted so much better than the 
cloud cuisine Erec had for dinner. Hecate Jekyll laid out trays of desserts and 
had brought a soda machine in. 

Spartacus Kilroy quieted the room with an announcement. “First of all, 
congratulations. You demonstrated intelligence, strength, and, I’m pleased to say, 
good sportsmanship. You are all invited to the next contest on Wednesday. That’s 
in two days. It’s called the Pro and Contest. We’ll meet behind the maze again at 
ten in the morning. Now give yourselves a hand.” 

The kids cheered. Kilroy quieted them again. “Unfortunately, as you know, 
there was a terrible accident in the prize pen today. Somehow, one of the aniballs 
turned out to be an angry rhinoceros. Three winners were mauled, Bo Garth’s leg 
was turned to stone, and Sue Penne was turned entirely to stone by Stoney 
Rayson, who was trying to help. 

“Ezzy Mumbai, our castle doctor, is excellent. She assured me everyone will 
be fine. I’m sure you can imagine how disappointed these kids are not to be able 
to go on to the next contests, so please visit them. And anyone who did not get 
an aniball because of the accident, see me.” 

Music filled the room. Kids talked about the contest, each sounding as if 
they knew the answers all along. It was a room full of conquerors. 

Erec went to the dessert table for another brownie. He had not spoken to his 


mother since the contest because Jack and Oscar had been in the room. He was 
worried that Queen Posey had recognized his name. Would she find him and 
lock him in a dungeon? Since he did not know magic, dungeon life might not be 
as comfortable for him as it was for his mother. 

Spartacus Kilroy bumped into Erec on his way out the door, mumbling 
something about being needed in the castle. Bethany’s pink kitten perched 
contentedly on her shoulder. It was so fluffy it looked stuffed. “I named her 
Cutie Pie. I found a shoebox for her bed, but I’ll probably let her sleep on my 
pillow. What’s your dog’s name?” 

Erec hadn’t thought about it. “I don’t know yet.” 

Suddenly there was wild screaming at the other end of the room. Something 
was terribly wrong. Erec’s fists clenched, and he ran toward the noise. In the dim 
glow he saw kids running aimlessly, crashing into each other. 

A girl had blood on her face. Were the screams because she was hurt, or was 
she hurt from the commotion? Had there been a fight? Erec took a deep breath. 
More shrieks rose, and kids ran around him, frantic. 

Then Erec heard a groan so deep it sounded like thick rust-covered hinges 
scraping open. Chills ran through him as the noise turned into an unearthly howl. 
Then, between running kids, Erec saw it. The minotaur. The same creature that 
had been sleeping in the maze was now in the party room, awake. 

The minotaur looked wild-eyed, as disoriented as the kids. It knocked over 
tables, clawing chairs and children. It thrust its horns toward a boy and charged. 
At the last second, someone yanked the boy to safety. The minotaur paused for a 
breath and looked around into the chaos. Kids shook the doorknobs and kicked 
the doors, but they were all locked. 

Erec pounded a window, trying to break through, but his arms jerked to a 
stop. A pair of chilling eyes appeared on the other side: Balthazar Ugry. Ugry 
had a horrifying look on his face, eyes flashing. For a moment Erec was more 
afraid of Ugry than he was of the minotaur. 

In the confusion, kids filled a bucket with water and threw it on the 
minotaur, making it angrier. Of course...the MONSTER race today told us how 
to stop a minotaur, Erec thought. What was the correct answer? Not water. The 
minotaur grabbed a girl and almost bit her, but someone threw a table at its head. 
It dropped her and roared, spinning around. 

Bethany shouted, “Stab its eye!” but there was no sword. 

Suddenly, Erec felt faint and dizzy, like he was drifting over the crowd. His 
eyes jolted open. It was a cloudy thought. He dreaded the feeling, the loss of 


control. A mixture of sickness and quiet command took over him. He tried not to 
fight it. 

The next thing he knew, he picked up a ceramic plate and threw it into the 
glass shelves behind the bar, smashing them. The minotaur was crushing a boy 
in its giant hands. It turned to look for the cause of the noise and then faced the 
boy again, licking its lips. 

Erec leaped over the bar, grabbed a long glass shard, and charged. The beast 
looked at him right before he plunged the glass deep into its eye. The beast 
howled, dropping the boy, whimpering and pawing at the glass. 

Just then a door burst off its hinges, and Spartacus Kilroy ran in with 
Balthazar Ugry glowering behind him. Kilroy ran toward the minotaur, remote 
control outstretched, shouting strange words. 

Nothing happened. 

Ugry pointed with his staff and boomed, “Aphantos.” 

Ugry pointed at the minotaur with his staff and it disappeared. “Out!” Ugry 
shouted at the contestants. “Out!” 

They ran to the doors, some limping and others crying. 

Kilroy scooped up the boy who had been squeezed by the minotaur. 
“Anybody hurt? Oh, my goodness,” he said, stunned by the disaster. “Pll take 
you to the royal hospital. Come with me.” 

Ugry stood in the doorway, a foul look on his face. 

“What an awful night,” whispered Bethany. “Remember what those men in 
the maze said? The king’s AdviSeer ordered a hungry minotaur for a surprise. 
Some surprise.” 

“Well, Ugry wants to end to the contests. Maybe this was his plan.” 

Jack looked shocked. “But Balthazar Ugry is one of King Piter’s AdviSeers. 
He’s been dedicated to the king since before we were born. He wouldn’t hurt 
us.” 

Erec wasn’t so sure. “Have you ever seen him close up? He creeps me out. 
There’s something not right about him. It almost feels like he is looking right 
through me.” 

“Did you see his face at the prize pen after the rhino appeared?” Bethany 
asked. “I wonder if he planned that, too. Maybe he’s trying to scare everyone 
off.” 

Erec said, “I saw him in the window when the minotaur appeared just now. 
He looked evil.” 

Bethany said, “Maybe he called Kilroy out so he couldn’t help us, then 


magically locked us in.” 
Jack shook his head. “You have no proof. Anybody could have done that.” 
“Like who?” asked Erec. 
“Maybe a sore loser,” said Jack, but he did not look too sure himself. 


CHAPTER NINE 


The Sneakers 


AMprOSIA AND NECTAR are growing on me,” Bethany said, walking with Erec 
after breakfast the next morning. She was wearing another of her roommate’s 
outfits. “And I feel so great after eating it.” 

Erec gave her a sideways glance. “Maybe they’ll start to sell it at the 
fastaurants.” Bethany laughed. “Pll have a Super Star ambrosia meal, please. 
Hold the bacon.” He had taken a bag of ambrosia for his new dog, but doubted 
he would like it. 

Melody walked by and waved, black curls cascading over her dark 
shoulders. Bethany said, “Now’s a good time, if you want to use my room to talk 
to your mom. I’|l guard the door for you.” 

Erec walked into Bethany’s room and shut the door. A loud screech made 
him jump, and then something flew at him. He put a hand up and knocked Cutie 
Pie out of the air, but not before she scratched his face. She leaped onto 
Bethany’s bed and glared at Erec, hissing and saying, “rawwwl, rawwl,” as if she 
were trying to imitate a dog. 

Erec glared at Cutie Pie until she settled on the bed. He slid the glasses on, 
and jumped back to his mother’s room. June sat on her bed, reading. 

“Mom?” Erec said quietly. 

June jumped and dropped her book. “Erec?” 

“Tm on the blue chair.” Even though she couldn’t see him, it was nice for 
her to look in his general direction. 

“Are you okay?” 

“T’m fine. I won the first contest, Mom! It was a race, and you had to know 
about monsters. It was fun. Maybe I might win some more. And I got a dog asa 
prize. 

“But a minotaur attacked kids at the winner’s party. Luckily I had a cloudy 
thought, or one of the kids would have been eaten.” 


June looked appalled. “I can’t believe this. Piter...King Piter would never 
allow this to happen. He had to know about this.” 

“Mom, the king doesn’t know anything. He’s dazed.” 

She didn’t understand at all. “Something fishy is going on. If Piter was really 
sick, Ippocra Asclep, the castle doctor, would fix him immediately. There is 
nothing that woman can’t cure.” 

“She’s not here. Now the castle doctor is Ezzy Mumbai.” 

June shook her head. “Somebody is messing with the king. Who do you 
think could be behind this?” 

“Balthazar Ugry, one of his AdviSeers, always seems to be around when bad 
things happen. He gives me the chills when he looks at me.” 

“Balthazar was always faithful to the crown,” said June. “Still, things seem 
so topsy-turvy now.” 

“Queen Posey found out my name. And she looked like she recognized it. 
Her eyes nearly bugged out of her head. Was she...out to get me when I lived 
here?” 

June shook her head. “No. I’d like to think you could trust her, but I really 
don’t know now. Just keep your distance.” 

“Why are people after me? What’s going on?” 

June sighed. “Please, it’s been a bad day. We’ll talk about it later. Just be 
careful. Danny and Sammy still aren’t back. Lynette Wool, who’s watching the 
other kids, said they called a few times and they’re fine, staying with friends. 
They talked to everyone, so I’m pretty sure it was really them calling, but it 
doesn’t make sense. They don’t have friends in New York yet.” June made a 
glass of ice water appear and took a drink. 

“Erec, I need to get out of here. Obviously King Piter can’t help me. But 
maybe you can.” Erec jerked back in surprise, but she didn’t see him. “I hate to 
ask. It could be dangerous. I just have no other choice.” She held up a finger, 
thinking. “You can make a formula that will blast through the force field around 
my cell. It takes a while to brew, so you better get started. Most of the things we 
need are around the castle.” She smiled as her plan came together. “There is 
something you need to help you collect the ingredients. They’re special shoes 
called Sneakers.” 

“T’m already wearing gym shoes.” 

“No. These are real Sneakers, Erec. They let you walk fast, in perfect 
silence, no floorboard creaks or anything. And if someone is nearby you can 
stamp your feet and they will throw sound into another room or make a clatter 


down the hall to lead them off your track.” 

Erec liked this idea a lot. 

“They’re under a floorboard in the linen closet outside the royal chambers. 
There is a bag of money with them for emergencies. Take that, too. Go into the 
west wing...let’s see. Take the third hallway to the left, go to the end, turn right, 
go to the end of that hall, then turn left. The closet will be on your right, right by 
a big double door.” 

Erec said, “Third hall left to end, right to end, then left.” 

“Exactly. Get those, and then we’ll talk about the ingredients for the force 
field—blasting formula.” 

“Mom, if you can do magic, why don’t you make the formula?” 

“T tried. The force field keeps me from bringing magical things in, like some 
of the ingredients.” 

“How will I get it there?” 

“You'll have to bring it. There are several ways. Pll think about it. Also, 
keep an eye on King Piter. If you figure out who is spellbinding him, let me 
know.” 


When Erec came out of the room, Bethany got Cutie Pie and fed her something 
strange. 

“PII wait over here,” Erec said, “away from your attack cat.” 

“You’re kidding,” Bethany said, laughing. She talked to her cat in a baby 
voice. “You are such a soft fluff bundle, you wouldn’t hurt anyone.” 

“Oh, yeah?” Erec pointed at his scratched face. 

“Maybe you did that to yourself.” Bethany shrugged. 

“Uh-huh. What are you feeding her?” 

“Ambrosia and sushi. She loves it.” 

Erec told her about finding the Sneakers, and when he was done, she said, 
“We can use the vanishing caps to sneak into the west wing.” Bethany pulled her 
cap from a drawer and popped it on and off a few times, watching herself 
disappear. Noticing the new clothes she was wearing, she added, “I need to find 
the laundry. Thank goodness it’s free. I don’t ever want to wear that awful dress 
again.” 

That gave Erec an idea. “Clothes will be a good cover. If we get caught in 
the west wing, we could say we were looking for the laundry. And we could hide 
the shoes and money in the clothing.” 


Erec stuffed his cap into his pocket and went to put his dirty clothes in a bag. 
When he put the cap on, the bag disappeared with him. As he stumbled through 
the sideways gravity into the castle, two socks and a pair of shorts fell out of his 
bag. They became visible in midair as they fell. A boy nearby stepped back in 
shock. The falling shorts and socks vanished when Erec scooped them up. The 
boy said to his friend, “I am very tired. I’m going to lie down.” Erec and 
Bethany tiptoed away. 

It was difficult darting around people who did not see them. Spartacus 
Kilroy walked by in his bright blue cape and looked right through them. When 
they were near the west wing, Balthazar Ugry swept close. He stared right at 
them. His scarab amulet glinted in the light. Erec grabbed in the air for 
Bethany’s arm, and pulled her to the wall until Ugry went by. He held his breath. 
Ugry came closer, eyes blazing. 

Erec’s stomach turned over. A musty smell wafted over Erec, and he tried 
not to sneeze. Ugry stared at him. Erec glanced down. He was still invisible. 

Ugry’s brow furrowed into a knot. “Did you steal those vanishing caps? 
Take them off now.” 

Erec and Bethany took the caps off and saw each other’s red faces. 

Bethany said, “I’m sorry, sir. We just found them...in the dormitories.” She 
held hers out to Ugry. 

Ugry’s eyes narrowed to slits. “Return them to Spartacus. If I catch you 
using those again, you’ll find yourselves home immediately, or somewhere 
worse.” 

Erec and Bethany walked down the hallway, breathing fast. “How did he see 
us?” 

Bethany shrugged. “Nobody else seemed to. We better not wear them 
again.” She stuffed hers into her pocket. 

“Shouldn’t we give them to Kilroy?” Erec asked. 

“Usry didn’t say we’d be kicked out if we kept them,” said Bethany. “Only 
if we wore them again.” 

Balthazar Ugry and Spartacus Kilroy were glaring at each other nearby. Erec 
heard Kilroy say, “You don’t know what’s right for Alypium. I’m warning you 
not to meddle, Ugry.” 

“What are you going to do?” Ugry hissed. “Kill me?” 

Bethany snuck past them, unnoticed, and signaled Erec to follow her to the 
west wing. “Pll distract the guard and you run in.” 

“I guess since Ugry is still out here I can use the vanishing cap,” Erec said. 


“T wouldn’t. If you’re caught in the west wing, you can say you got lost, but 
if you have that cap on, it’s all over. Ugry would love to send us home. Go, 
quick. PI distract the guard.” 

“How?” Erec was amazed Bethany saw this as an opportunity, with a guard, 
Ugry, and Kilroy nearby. 

“T’ll ask him about the laundry. Go while they’re still arguing.” She went to 
the other end of the rope and called the guard over. Erec glanced down the 
hallway at Ugry and Kilroy and darted under the rope, laundry bag in his hand. 

He ran on his toes past the room where loud noises boomed from behind a 
door and turned left at the third hallway. When the hallway ended, he looked to 
the right. Two maids were leaning against the wall, talking. 

Erec hid around the comer, waiting for them to go. Instead they started 
walking toward him. He touched the vanishing cap in his pocket. Could they see 
him with it on, like Ugry? Better not risk it. He opened a door and stepped into a 
dark room. 

The minute he was inside, a tremendous force slammed him sideways into 
the wall. He was pinned, like the wall was a magnet and he was made of iron. He 
pushed his body away as hard as he could, but then his hands were stuck to it. 
He could pull one hand off, but the minute he lifted his other hand, his body 
flung back into the wall. 

Footsteps clattered and voices rose outside the room. He realized how loud 
he had been, crashing into the wall. The door burst open and light streamed in. 
Without a thought, Erec grabbed the vanishing cap from his pocket and put it on. 

A maid flipped the light switch and peered into the room. She seemed to 
know not to step inside. “Well, I’ll be. It sounded to me like someone was in 
here.” 

“Yes,” another giggled. “Someone who didn’t know what they were doing.” 

“Well, Pll go get Ugry,” the first one sighed. “He’ll want to know about 
this.” They closed the door, leaving the light on. 

Erec whipped the cap off. Ugry was on his way and he was trapped. He 
looked around the room. The only furniture was a small sofa and chair. They 
seemed stuck to the wall he was trapped on. 

As he tried moving, he realized that his feet easily lifted off the floor. 
Amazingly, he could scoot on his side all the way up the wall, straight to the 
ceiling. It was as if there was no gravity, or... 

Erec remembered how Balor Stain told him that the gravity change didn’t 
take in some rooms of the castle, and how they led kids into these rooms and 


watched them struggle on the wall. What an idiot he was. The gravity was 
sideways, that was all. He stood up on the wall. Now the question was how to 
get up the floor to the door. He dragged the sofa along the wall, leaned it onto 
the floor, and climbed up the cushions. Standing on its side, he reached around 
the door frame and pulled himself out, falling with a clunk on the floor. 

Voices echoed down the corridor. Erec was sure he heard Ugry. He ran down 
the now empty hallway to the right and then turned left. The closet was supposed 
to be on his right, by the big locked double doors. He ran by the gold-knobbed 
Port-O-Door. Several doors looked like they could be closets. Which was the 
right one? 

Ugry’s voice was getting closer. Erec dove inside a big door next to the 
double doors. Thankfully, he did not fly against the wall. Sheets and towels were 
piled in long rows on shelves. Maybe this was the right one. He slid his hands on 
the floorboards but felt nothing unusual. He tried prying some up with his 
fingers. It seemed impossible. 

A maid twittered, “...around here somewhere. ’Seer Ugry said he probably 
has a vanishing cap on.” 

As Erec’s eyes adjusted to the dark, he saw that a floorboard by the wall was 
slightly uneven. He pried it up with a pop. Underneath lay blue suede sneakers 
and a canvas bag full of coins and bills wrapped with rubber bands. 

“He can’t be far. Probably hiding somewhere.” Ugry’s voice sounded very 
close. 

Erec pulled the shoes on. Luckily they fit. He hoped his mother was right 
about how they worked. Right as the doorknob started to turn, he stomped his 
feet. 

A huge clatter arose down the hall. The doorknob stopped. 

Ugry said, “Hmm.” Erec heard the maids’ loud footsteps and Ugry’s cursing 
drift down the hallway. 

Erec stuffed his gym shoes into his bag. Just to make sure, he jumped a few 
more times before peeking out. Nobody was in sight. He tore down the hallways, 
running in complete silence, thanks to his Sneakers. As he rounded the final 
comer, though, he ran smack into Spartacus Kilroy, who was carrying a tray of 
milk and cookies. The cookies fell to the floor, smashing into pieces, and some 
of the milk splashed onto the tray. Kilroy stared at the tray, stunned. 

“Uh, sorry.” Erec dusted off the cookies and put them back on the tray. 

“T didn’t hear you coming. My fault. No harm, only a bit of milk spilled. The 
king’s ten o’clock cookies and milk.” Kilroy suddenly grew concerned. “Say, 


what are you doing back here?” 

Erec held up his laundry bag. “Trying to find the laundry. Someone pointed 
me back here. I think it was a joke.” 

Kilroy smiled. “Pll show you the right way. Now, no coming in here 
anymore, okay?” 

“Yes, sir.” 

Kilroy led Erec past the guard. “The laundry room used to be in the 
basement, but since the castle is on its side that’s impossible to get to. Now it’s 
near the kitchens.” 

He headed off with the tray, and Erec spotted Bethany talking with a group 
of kids across the hall. When she saw Erec, she ran over. He pointed to his feet. 

“You did it!” 

“They work great. You know, I was thinking. If I was born here, I might 
have some sort of magic, too. Maybe I can do something, like send Balor and 
Damon home, or disappear without a vanishing cap.” He scratched his head. “I 
wish I remembered more about being here.” 

“Better work on it fast. The Pro and Contest, whatever that is, is in the 
morning.” 

The laundry room, when he found it, was dimly lit. At first Erec had to 
squint to see the dark rows of machines lining the walls. Although the room 
seemed empty at first, Erec heard sniffs and panting. He wondered if someone 
was hiding. 

With a loud creak, several washing machines swung around and walked 
toward them. As they got closer they came faster, and the ones at the other end 
of the room followed. Their lids opened and shut, giving them a menacing look, 
like they were about to gobble Erec and Bethany up. The sniffing noises grew 
louder. Erec realized they were coming from the machines. 

Bethany backed away, but the machines closed in. A small washing machine, 
up to Erec’s waist, nipped at his bag of dirty clothing. Erec opened its lid, and it 
straightened up. He pulled the money bag out and dumped his clothing inside 
fast, as much to make it leave him alone as anything else. The small machine 
plopped on the cement floor and hummed contentedly. 

The rest of the machines walked faster toward Bethany. They reminded Erec 
of a group of huge ducks fighting over bread from a child they towered over. 
Bethany screeched, dropping her clothes as she ran for the door. One of the 
machines flipped her bag into the air with its foot, and they slammed against 
each other waiting for it to fall into one of their mouths. 


The lucky machine made satisfied gurgles while the others slowly dragged 
back to the walls. A machine walked by Erec, sniffing him as it went back. 

“That’s it,” called Bethany from the door. “I’m never seeing these clothes 
again. If anyone thinks I’m going to stick my hand in and try to get them 
back...” 

The gurgling, humming machines with their clothing soon fell silent. The 
smaller one trotted to Erec, circling him playfully. It nipped and pulled at his 
shirt with its lid. 

“Ts it still hungry?” Bethany asked from the doorway. 

“Maybe it wants to play,” said Erec. “Or maybe the clothes are done?” He 
peeked under its lid while the small machine held still. His clothing was 
perfectly clean and folded inside. He lifted it out, and the machine trotted back to 
the wall. 

The large machine with Bethany’s clothing was still. A small noise came 
from it that sounded a lot like a snore. Erec peeked in and Bethany’s clothing 
was also clean and folded. He took it out, leaving the machine to its nap. 


Oscar and Jack were gone when Erec got back to his room. He opened the bag: 
There was more gold, silver, and bronze than he had ever seen, as well as rolls of 
the funny Bils he had seen in Alypium station. The gold coins had holes in the 
center. He took a deep breath and sat down with the bag in his lap. 

His dog nuzzled his hand and gazed at him with its blue eyes. “Good boy. 
We can get good food for you now, and a collar.” Erec opened a napkin and gave 
his dog fish, an apple, and some bread. With the dog happy, he locked the door 
and put his glasses on. “Mom?” 

June jumped, but not so much this time. She was knitting, and her fingers 
were covered with huge diamond, ruby, and emerald rings. “Oh, Erec, thank 
goodness. I’ve been so worried—sending you off alone in the castle with things 
all topsy-turvy and Posey knowing you’re there. Are you okay?” 

“T’m fine, Mom. I got the money and the Sneakers. They’re great.” 

“Already?” June said. “Wonderful. Did you have any problems?” 

“Not at all. Don’t worry about me.” There was no need to worry her about 
how he was almost caught by Ugry. “Mom, where’s the jewelry from?” If they’d 
had those rings before, they could have bought a house. 

She tapped her finger and they vanished. “I just miss the finer things. It’s a 
small consolation, though, for being stuck.” 


“If you could just conjure those up, why didn’t you do it when we needed 
money so badly?” 

“T couldn’t. Magic is not allowed in Upper Earth. And if I had tried it, we 
would have been even easier to track down. There are homing devices.” She 
popped a small emerald ring back on one finger. “So, are you okay with finding 
ingredients for a formula to blast me out of here?” 

“You bet. What are they?” 

She had a list ready. “We’ll need a used horseshoe, wolfsbane, gunpowder, 
nitrowisherine, an eagle feather, three lion hairs, warthog essence, and grain 
alcohol. You better write that down.” 

Erec’s heart sank. “And I?ll have how many years to find all that?” 

“Oh, it’s not that bad. You can find a lot of it in the castle.” 

“Okay.” 

Erec took off his glasses, found some paper, and leaned back against the 
door before putting them back on. 

“Get about four handfuls of wolfsbane, ten drops of nitrowisherine, three 
cups of grain alcohol, and five drops of warthog essence—be careful with that. 
You can get these in the ingredient storerooms; at least you could in the past. The 
old head cook, Hecate Jekyll, kept everything well stocked. Is she still there?” 

“Yup,” said Erec. 

“Good. She’ll be a real help. Ask her for those four things. I don’t think she 
knows enough about formulas to figure out what we are making. If she gives you 
a problem, let me know, and Pll tell you how to break into her storerooms. Then 
you’ll need two cups of gunpowder, that’s about two heaping handfuls. There are 
bags of it in the conventional armory. Pll tell you how to sneak in there later.” 

That struck Erec as odd. “Why is there an armory? Does Alypium have 
wars?” 

“Tt never has. It’s mostly a precaution. Now, the eagle feather and the three 
lion hairs are more unusual. I’m pretty sure Hecate Jekyll won’t stock those. 
You’ |l have to order them on the Net.” She looked anxious. “Can you do that?” 

“Mom, I’m not stupid. Remember you said we could use the Internet at other 
people’s houses? It’s easy. I doubt I’ Il find lion hairs and eagle feathers, though.” 

June waved away that idea. “I’m not talking about the Internet. I mean the 
MagicNet. Same idea but a little different.” 

“Is it easy to use?” 

“Easier. Someone should have access there.” She snapped her fingers. “Ask 
around. It’s new since I lived there. I don’t know how we did without it.” Her 


face filled with a smile. “You can even buy things over it. And you have money 
now. But be careful, there are some scam artists out there. If you need more 
money I’ll tell you how to break into the castle vaults.” 

Erec wrote, “Eagle feather and three lion hairs—MagicNet.” He couldn’t 
believe what he was hearing. His mother knew how to plunder the castle vaults? 
He guessed that should be no surprise after learning she could loot Hecate 
Jekyll’s storerooms and burgle the armory. She knew an awful lot about stealing 
things. He started to wonder what she was locked up for. 

“That leaves the used horseshoe. Hmm. I suppose you can get almost 
anything on the MagicNet; you might as well try there.” 

“Don’t worry. I know where I can find one.” Erec wrote, “Used horseshoe— 
Balor’s aniball horse.” 

Swiping the horseshoe would be a pleasure. 


CHAPTER TEN 


The Pro and Contest 


Iv Hap BEEN hard to convince Bethany to take money for clothing, pet food, and 
a collar for Cutie Pie, but once Erec did she was ecstatic about having new 
things. They dangled their feet in a large circular fountain. Kids were swimming 
around in the water spurting from a large stone whale, sea monster, and mermaid 
in its center. 

Cutie Pie pawed the water by Bethany’s side. After watching her, Bethany 
looked to see if anybody was listening and said, “Cutie Pie can talk. Really. She 
jumped onto my shoulder and whispered that the boy with the glass eye—that’s 
you—talked to his mother in my room. I am so proud of her. I couldn’t get her to 
say anything else, though.” 

“Great. First she attacks me. Then she spies on me.” Erec glared at the fluffy 
pink kitten that was innocently licking her paw. 

“You’re just jealous because your dog can’t talk. Does he have a name yet?” 

“No.” Erec was itching to go in the water himself, and he said, “We should 
have bought bathing suits.” 

“To swim?” Bethany stared at the water, blushing. “Did you know I have 
never gone swimming? Never had a bathing suit? I feel like an idiot. I don’t 
know about anything.” 

Erec threw a rock, and it skimmed the water until it hit the sea monster. He 
was not sure what to say. 

Bethany hugged her knees. “Uncle Earl thinks swimming is a waste of time, 
parties are frivolous, and if I’m relaxing I’m not earning my keep.” She kicked 
the water, making a loud splash. “I hope I never see him again.” Suddenly, she 
jumped into the waist-deep water in her clothing, tripped, and fell in over her 
head. She came up coughing and sputtering, eyes wide. “This is great!” She 
splashed back under again. 

Smiling, Erec jumped in in his shorts. “Don’t feel bad. My mom’s great, but 


even she drives me nuts sometimes.” 

Bethany stood, dripping. “You’re kidding. I’d give anything for a mom like 
yours. I guess I had one once. I have something to help me remember my 
parents. Earl never knew I had it, or he’d have taken it for sure.” Bethany 
fumbled at something on her shirt and then held out two oval pictures connected 
by a gold clasp. 

The picture on the left showed a smiling man with tan, pancake-colored skin 
and chocolate chip—brown eyes and hair. On the right was a red-haired woman 
holding a giggling, dark-haired baby. “That’s my mom and me, and that’s my 
dad. I’ve had this invisible locket ever since they died. You’re the only one I’ve 
ever shown.” She closed it and it disappeared. 

“Kilroy said Earl Evirly comes here for important meetings. Do you think 
that could be your uncle?” 

Bethany sighed. “He does go on business trips sometimes. I had to work 
twice as hard when he was gone. I always wondered what kind of business trips 
a newspaper vendor went on. Of course he’d never tell me. But it is hard to 
imagine a street vendor in meetings at a castle.” 

“With an invisible locket like that, he’s more likely going to Alypium than 
Hoboken.” 

Bethany tilted her nose to the air. “He didn’t give me the locket. My parents 
did.” 

“T know.” Erec shrugged. “But he is your uncle. Your parents could be from 
here and then he would be too. Maybe you were born here, like me.” 

Bethany stopped splashing around and sat back on the wall. They both stared 
into the water. “It’s funny,” she said as he joined her. “When you’ve had 
something your whole life, even when it’s strange, like an invisible locket, I 
guess you don’t question it much.” 

Erec nodded. “I’ve been thinking that my mother may have been some sort 
of...outlaw.” 

Bethany’s eyebrows rose. “No way.” 

“Way.” Erec pointed out the reasons. “Bethany, she knows how to break into 
the castle vaults, and into Hecate Jekyll’s storerooms. Don’t you wonder where 
the money in the bag came from? We’re not rich at home. What if she’s locked 
up for a reason? What if she stole money and was on the run? We were always 
moving. She knew they were closing in. It would explain why we used to have 
money and she didn’t work when I was younger. Plus, she won’t tell me what 
she used to do in Alypium.” 


“You’re still going to break her out, right?” 

“Of course. She’s my mom. She adopted me. I guess that makes me an 
outlaw too. That’s probably why I’m not supposed to spread my name around. 
Maybe I’ ll get arrested unless I can pay back all the money she stole.” That idea 
made Erec frown, and he fell silent. 

“I wonder if I am from Alypium.” Bethany’s fingers twirled an invisible 
locket. “Maybe my parents were important. Maybe that’s why Uncle Earl gets to 
visit with important people.” 

“Maybe your parents were the king and queen.” 

Bethany chuckled. “If King Piter was my dad, I’d be a hundred. Plus, my 
parents died. Plus, King Piter’s triplets were killed.” 

“Yeah, yeah.” Erec stood up, dripping water. “Come on, let’s go back.” 


Erec sloshed to the dormitories to change. Talking about his mother reminded 
him of the night before he had come to Alypium, and he felt guilty. He almost 
never had time alone with her, with all of his siblings and all of her jobs. That 
night, they had finally gone on a walk together. A man had been following them. 
Erec told her, but when she turned around, the man had vanished. 

June laughed. “What an imagination. I wish I was little again.” 

“Tm not little anymore, Mom.” 

“Of course.” 

Erec had gotten a hot dog, and an old man had sat next to them on a bench. 
June pointed at a bed of flowers crowded into a small plot of soil. “I bet if you 
look real hard you could see a flower fairy in there. There aren’t a lot of places 
for them to go here.” 

The older man raised his eyebrows and chuckled. Then, to Erec’s complete 
embarrassment, she started to sing the lullaby she had written for him ages ago. 
This, unfortunately, happened all too often. He supposed it was to try to make 
him feel better about being given up by his father and for having a glass eye. The 
man on the bench looked at Erec with pity. 


Hush and quiet my sleepy child 

And follow your dreams to places wild. 
Safe within your snuggly bed 

Let thoughts of magic fill your head. 

You can be an explorer, a knight so brave 


And find a dragon in a mossy cave. 

He’s guarding a gift that is just for you. 

It came from your daddy, with love so true. 
And this special gift, I tell no lie, 

Is your very own dragon eye. 

It was made for you, it fits right in 

So your new life can now begin. 


The man on the bench left. 

“Mom, I’m too old for lullabies.” 

“Uh-huh,” June said dreamily. 

Not only did she treat him like a two-year-old and not believe him about the 
man following them, she also wasn’t listening. 

Erec snapped, “I hate that lullaby.” 

June threw him a sharp look. “Oh, really? I seem to remember you begging 
me to sing it.” 

“That was years ago. I can’t stand it now.” Part of Erec felt bad saying this, 
but another part needed to. 

June straightened on the bench. “And why is that?” 

“Tt reminds me I don’t have a dad. And I’m missing an eye. And it doesn’t 
make me feel better about it.” 

“You do have a father.” 

“Not really. He’s never even bothered to send a birthday card. I’ve never 
even seen a picture of him or spoken to him. He’s glad he got rid of me.” 

June put her hand over Erec’s. “Your father loves you very much.” 

This put him over the edge. “Do you think I’m stupid?” Erec could not stop 
himself. “Why don’t you ever tell me about him? And about my birth mother? 
She died, right? You never say she’s alive and loves me. That’s why my father 
gave me up for adoption. He didn’t want to deal with a kid. Why don’t you tell 
me the truth? You won’t talk about the real stuff; you only talk about ‘flower 
fairies.” You treat me like a baby.” Although it felt good coming out, Erec 
immediately felt horrible. 

June’s eyes welled up and Erec’s heart sank. She worked so hard and wanted 
everything to be good for him, and he had to go and make her cry. 

They had walked home in silence. She had bought him a chocolate chip ice- 
cream cone even though Erec knew they shouldn’t have been spending the 
money. It had tasted great, but it was tinged with the flavor of sadness. 


“I wonder if Hecate Jekyll will have that crazy stuff. What is nitrowisherine>” 
Bethany and Erec both fell on their sides as they climbed into the castle. On their 
way to the kitchens, Queen Posey appeared before them wearing a silky blue- 
green gown of scales and holding a scepter carved with eels and sea dragons. 
They stumbled to avoid crashing into her. 

Queen Posey pointed a long finger at Erec. “There you are.” Her voice was 
slow and deep. “We need to talk.” 

Erec glanced at Bethany in desperation and turned, without thinking, to run. 
Queen Posey grabbed his wrist. “Not so fast.” Instantly, the hall around Queen 
Posey and Erec morphed to a large, round room with a high ceiling. Dolphins 
jumped and played in a pool in the center. A huge circular skylight the size of the 
pool was overhead, circled by a fresco of eels, stingrays, octopuses, sea serpents, 
and starfish. 

The Queen of Ashona sat on a chair that looked like a huge oyster shell on a 
pedestal. She motioned for him to sit in a similar chair. It was surprisingly 
comfortable, although it made him feel like a pearl. 

“Why is your name Erec Rex?” Queen Posey asked. 

Erec’s breath caught. Was it all over? Would he be sent to the dungeons 
because he could not pay back his mother’s stolen money? 

“T want an answer, whoever you are. The Identdetector doesn’t lie. Your 
name is Erec Rex, is it not?” 

Erec nodded. His voice seemed frozen. 

“Why are you called that?” 

What kind of a question was that? Erec wanted to ask why anybody has the 
name they were given, but it didn’t seem right to be smart with a queen. He 
shrugged, heart still pounding. 

“Did you change your name to Erec Rex? Did you think if you called 
yourself Erec Rex you would win the contests?” 

Erec again shook his head. The more she said his name, the more 
uncomfortable he became. What was she talking about? Did she think he was a 
criminal, like his infamous adopted mother? 

“Where are you from?” 

Erec hesitated. Should he lie to the queen? Then again, dare he tell the truth? 
“Americorth South.” Erec hoped she didn’t ask for details. 

Queen Posey’s expression softened. “Maybe you were named after the Erec 


Rex from Alypium. Is that so?” 

Erec shrugged. It seemed like as good an excuse as any. He wasn’t the Erec 
Rex they knew, only some kid named after him. “Yes. I think so.” 

The queen frowned. “But you changed shape, didn’t you? Who changed 
your looks—or did you do it yourself?” 

Erec stared at her, mouth open. How could he answer a question like that? “I 
really don’t know. I don’t remember what happened.” 

Queen Posey looked at him skeptically. “Obviously you can’t be the Erec 
Rex.” She sighed. “I hear there is another boy here too, who claims he used to be 
Erec Rex or something ridiculous like that. I think you are all trying to get 
special attention. Or you are psyching each other out to win.” She looked 
reproachful. “Something bothers me about you, though. Well, PII keep my eye 
on you. If you need anything, come to me.” 

Erec nodded, thinking that she would be the last person he would come to 
for help. He was lucky she was letting him stay there at all. He stammered, 
“Um...uh...your highness?” 

“Yes?” Her voice was sharp. 

“Did you know Erec Rex?” 

She rolled her eyes. “Obviously.” She pointed at him with a sly smile. “The 
real Erec Rex would know that, wouldn’t he? I don’t know why I was thinking... 
How old are you?” 

“Twelve.” 

“Yes. The real Erec Rex would be thirteen.” She looked satisfied. 

“Your highness? I like to go by Rick Ross.” 

The queen was puzzled. “Rick Ross. Whatever.” She pointed her scepter at 
him and he appeared back in the castle where she had found him. The chair he 
had been sitting in was gone, so he fell onto the floor in the hallway. 

He found Bethany by the fountains. She ran, grinning, when she saw him. “I 
thought you were a goner. Wow, am I glad you’re back. What happened?” 

“I don’t get what she’s thinking. She wanted to know who changed my 
appearance, and if I thought I’d win the contests if my name was Erec Rex. She 
must think I am a hardened criminal because of my mom. And she said another 
boy is running around saying he used to be Erec Rex.” 

She clapped her hands together. “Now it makes sense. I heard there was a 
kid who said he used to be Erec Rex and that he lost the first contest. I thought 
someone was talking about you. I didn’t want to tell you because they said that 
kid was crazy.” 


Erec was still uneasy. “It was a close call. She asked where I was from. I had 
to say Americorth South, but what if she wanted details?” 

“You lied? What if she finds out?” 

His mother had told him to lie. His mother, who knew how to break into the 
castle treasury and Hecate Jekyll’s storerooms. “See how easy it is to become a 
crook? I guess that’s what happened to my mom. And now here I am, lying and 
stealing...” 

“You stole something?” 

“Think about it. Who knows who that money and the Sneakers really belong 
to?” The beautiful sunny skies and breathtaking scenery suddenly seemed dull. 
Erec had once taken pride in playing by the rules. “That’s it. I’m going to talk to 
her right now.” 


Nobody was in Erec’s room except his dog, who licked his knee and jumped up 
and down for a treat. Bethany stood guard by his door, partly because she could 
not wait to hear what Erec’s mother had to say. 

Erec placed the glasses over his eyes. His mother was taking a nap. “Mom,” 
he yelled. “Mom!” 

June jolted upright, looking wildly around, her hair streaming in every 
direction. “What...who...Erec?” 

Erec waited for his mother to prop herself up in bed. “I need some answers. 
First of all, what did you do in Alypium? Exactly?” 

“Erec, I told you we should go slow. It’s too much—” 

“No. That’s it, Mom. Tell me now.” 

June fussed with her hair. “Okay, okay. I was...the...I took care of the royal 
triplets.” 

“The triplets who died?” 

June raised her eyebrows. “You heard they died?” 

“Everybody knows that here.” 

“Oh. Okay.” June concentrated hard on her fingernails. “That settles that.” 

“Did you do something wrong? Like steal things?” 

“Who me?” June’s fingers fluttered to her chest. “Of course not.” 

“Who did the Sneakers belong to?” Erec asked. 

“Why, me.” 

“And before you?” 

“Just me.” June became cross. “Did you talk to Hecate Jekyll yet?” 


“No. I’m working on it, okay?” Erec said, annoyed. “It’s been a long day, 
and I’m worn out. Pll try to get the ingredients after the second contest 
tomorrow.” He figured she probably had been the triplets’ nursemaid, but that 
there must be more to the story. 

“Queen Posey talked to me today. She thinks there is no way I am Erec Rex 
from Alypium. I must be some kid named after him. And she asked about 
someone changing my looks. What was that all about?” 

“Hmm?” June nervously studied her fingernails. “Are you sure you heard 
her right?” 

“Yes!” Erec’s annoyance grew. “Out with it, Mom. Something weird is going 
on. Kilroy and Queen Posey were staring at my pictures on the Identdetector 
machine. They said I looked different than I was supposed to.” 

June looked around the room as if hoping to find a way to change the 
subject. 

“Mom. Tell me now.” 

“Okay. Fine. Erec, I had to change your looks when we escaped from 
Alypium. It was for your own protection.” 

“T don’t get it. Who was after me?” 

June didn’t want to go on. “Erec, I wish you were here. This is the kind of 
thing I should tell you in person, with a cup of hot cocoa, not when you’re alone 
in some dormitory.” 

“Go ahead. Please. It feels like you’re here in person to me, anyway.” 

June sighed. “Thanatos Argus Baskania has it in for us. He’s befuddled King 
Pluto, and I’m pretty sure that is why things are so messed up there now. He’s 
been after you since you were a little boy. I had to hide you any way I could. I 
left your eyes the same, though.” She had a pleading, apologetic look on her 
face. 

Erec was struck silent. Then he exploded. “Baskania? The Crown Prince of 
Peace? The one who created the Kingdoms of the Keepers? The one who might 
be trying to take over Upper Earth? He’s out to get me? You’re not serious.” 

June nodded. “I am. Sorry. I know this must be upsetting.” 

Erec could not believe this. It was impossible. She must be lying to him 
again. “All right, whatever you say, Mom. Pll talk to you tomorrow.” 

“Are you sure you’re okay?” 

“Yeah. Too bad you left my eyes the same,” he snapped. “It would be nice to 
have two working ones.” Erec pulled off the glasses and put his head in his 
hands. She expected him to believe that the world-famous, incredibly rich 


Crown Prince had it in for him: a nobody kid who slept in a washing machine 
closet? 


Erec stuffed his pockets with gold from the bag and gave handfuls to Bethany. 
“If Pm going to be a criminal, I might as well enjoy it. Let’s walk my dog and 
Cutie Pie to the agora. I hear there is a great cloud cream and candy shop there. 
I’m buying a bathing suit, too.” 

Bethany looked excited. “TIl get shoes that don’t hurt. Thanks, Erec.” 

“You ran that whole MONSTER race with shoes that were too small?” 

Bethany nodded. “Uncle Earl never thinks my shoes are too small. If I can 
cram my feet in they’re good enough.” 

“What about all the money you made at the newsstand?” 

“Room and board.” Bethany looked puzzled. “I keep wondering about what 
your mother said. She took care of the triplets before they died, and now she’s in 
hiding, right?” 

Erec’s face turned dark. “You’re not saying she killed them, I hope. She may 
be a lot of things, but she’s no murderer.” 

“No, but what if something bad happened while she was watching them?” 
Another idea came to her, and she asked, “Erec, she changed your looks. Could 
you be one of the triplets?” 

Erec shook his head. “I remember my lousy father a little from before I was 
adopted. Plus, I always have the same nightmare about him. He was no King 
Piter. Plus, the triplets would be thirteen now. I’m twelve.” Just then he 
remembered, “The twins are thirteen, though...” 

“Twins?” 

Erec’s heart dropped. Sammy and Danny. Thirteen-year-old twins. They 
must be from Alypium too. What if his mother had changed their looks? What if 
they were two of the triplets...that his mother had kidnapped? That would 
explain why she was on the run. And why she would be making up obviously 
fake stories like the Crown Prince of Peace being out to get him, to keep Erec 
from talking. 

“T have a thirteen-year-old sister and brother, Sammy and Danny.” Erec and 
Bethany stared at each other at this wild connection. “Nah,” Erec shook his head. 
“Everyone knows the royal triplets were killed, right?” 


Kids crowded behind the maze the morning of the second contest. Spartacus 
Kilroy blew his whistle. “This is the Pro and Contest. It will be the only group 
contest. You will succeed by working as a team. It will show your skills in 
diplomacy, debate, logic, and judgment. 

“As you know, we have had a few unfortunate accidents. Five of your 
friends were injured from the rhinoceros, and six from the, ahem, minotaur, so 
they are unable to compete today.” He cleared his throat. “Two dropped out 
because they were...upset by the circumstances. There are now one hundred 
eighty-seven of you. There will be twenty groups: Ten will win. 

“Each group will listen to three debates, with speakers presenting pros and 
cons. Discuss each case, then cast your votes. The groups of ten have a 
disadvantage. They may be split down the middle, then must sit until someone 
changes his or her mind. I apologize. Our original plan was for all twenty teams 
to have ten people each. 

“There is a right and wrong answer to each question. The ten top-scoring 
groups win. If there is a tie, we will look at the times the ballots were turned in. 
Stoney Rayson drew up random groupings.” Kilroy blew his whistle and a 
projection screen lit twenty lists of names. Erec found his name in group number 
one. 

“Look, Erec—you’re listed as Rick Ross. Oscar, Bethany—we’re all 
together!” Jack whooped and gave high fives. 

“Yeah, surprise, surprise.” Bethany looked annoyed. “Look who else is on 
our list: Balor Stain, Damon Stain, Rock Rayson, Ward Gamin, and Bette Noir. 
Nine people—how lucky. I’m sure it was no coincidence Rock Rayson’s dad 
made the groups.” She smiled. “Balor really thinks you’re something with those 
glasses.” 

“And that all my friends must be something too.” 

“Of course. Why else would you hang out with us?” She turned to leave. “I 
want to change teams.” 

Oscar said, “Are you guys crazy? We’re on a team with Rock Rayson. I 
wonder if I’ll get to meet his dad. Maybe we’ll get to be friends. I can go over 
for dinner and everything.” He sighed. “Stoney Rayson.” 

Jack laughed, and Bethany gave in. 

Their group met in the entryway to the north wing. Balor, Damon, Rock, 
Ward, and Bette, a slender girl with long black hair, were waiting for them. 
Oscar waved. “Hey, Rock. I’m Oscar. Your dad’s my favorite springball player. 
Loved that great play the last game with Australiorth.” 


Rock yawned. 

“All right, idiots,” said Balor. “Our room is over here.” Balor led them into a 
conference room with a long table and nine chairs. Everyone took a seat. “There 
aren’t enough judges to be in each room, so I’m running the show here. I work 
the projector, I take the vote, I count them, and I hand in the score. Any 
questions go to me. 

“You lucky stiffs’—Balor swung his finger at Bethany, Jack, and Oscar 
—“are in here because I wanted to get to know you better.” He pointed at Erec. 
“T’ve never seen anyone flip off a silver ghost before. I couldn’t even do that. So 
we’re gonna have a little talk. I want to check out those glasses. 

“Anyway, you’re in the lucky room today. We’re going to win first, so you 
all owe me. I got the answers to all three questions—only then they changed the 
last question this morning, so now we don’t know one.” 

“Why did they change it?” Bette Noir asked. 

“One of the movies quit yesterday.” 

Erec wondered what that meant. Balor got up, flicked the light switch, and 
turned on a projector. A film started on a screen at the front of the room. “I’m 
gonna show the movies, even though we have the answers, so there’s no 
arguments later.” He flicked a switch and the room darkened. Damon started 
humming “Mary Had a Little Lamb,” until Balor told him to shut up. 

The first film was ten minutes long but felt like half an hour. A man in a suit 
and tie stood behind a podium. He argued in a very dull manner that the 
“forgetful ones” in Upper Earth should be told about magic. “They have every 
right to know facts, and even try to relearn magic should they choose, in the 
name of equality and fairness. It is even suspected that there are small, remote 
regions in Upper Earth where magic was never really forgotten. These people are 
not killing each other any more than you and I.” 

“Wow,” Erec said. “I wonder where that is.” 

The man in the movie cleared his throat. “Please do not interrupt,” he said, 
unmistakably looking at Erec. “You may ask questions at the end of the film.” 

Erec looked at Bethany, and she looked back in shock. The man talked on, 
but Erec stared at the screen in wonder. 

Balor turned on a second projector, which showed another movie next to the 
first one. A tall woman in a blue suit argued that people of Upper Earth were 
made to forget magic for a reason. The man in the first film was still on the 
screen, and watched her with arms crossed. 

The woman wrinkled her pinched nose. “They do not have the capacity to 


understand much anymore. They would use magic for evil and kill each other 
off, just like they were starting to before.” The man from the first movie rolled 
his eyes. The woman saw him and scowled, crossing her arms. Bethany argued 
with the woman but could not change her mind. The man in the first movie 
nodded and clapped after everything Bethany said. 

Balor flicked on the light and narrowed his eyes at her. “So, we have little 
Miss Open-Minded in our group, do we? This question is a gimme, even if I 
didn’t have the answers.” He passed out slips of paper to vote. 

Jack said, “There is no right and wrong here. This is being debated so much 
because nobody knows the right answer.” 

“Of course there is a right answer.” Balor played with the bronze whistle 
around his neck. “The answer, if it’s not obvious, is no. The bumbling idiot 
Losers should not be told about magic.” He laughed, along with Damon, Rock, 
and Ward, who put checks on their papers and flung them back. 

Bethany squeezed her pen, face red, and tossed her dark curls back. “You’re 
wrong. People from Upper Earth are smart as anyone here. They have the right 
to know. What was all that garbage about not being able to understand magic? 
Hah! And killing each other? People can do that without magic if they want.” 

Bette exploded in shrill laughter. “Getta load of her! Whatcha got, relatives 
down there or somethin’?” 

Ward winked at Bette and stretched his arms over his head. “Those Upper 
Earth folk are savages. They would just as soon kill you as look at you.” 

Jack looked worriedly at Erec and Bethany. “My family knows Upper Earth 
people who are great. You don’t know what you are talking about.” 

Oscar put a check on his paper and handed it to Balor. Erec looked at 
Bethany. “We know the truth. Who cares what the right answer is supposed to 
be. We’ ll be outvoted, anyway.” 

Balor gleamed. “I’m glad you’re getting the rules, Rick Ross. But I’m 
disappointed that you think we should help the poor Losers.” He tilted his head 
with a fake sad look. 

Erec and Bethany voted yes and passed in their ballots. 

Balor lazily flipped through the ballots. “A unanimous vote of no—not to 
remind the stupid Losers about magic.” 

“Dum-dums,” said Damon, nodding wisely. 

Bethany threw down her pen. 

The next short films showed two men dressed as generals debating whether 
to trust their nonhuman neighbors, or if it would be better to arm themselves to 


the hilt. Balor told everyone the right answer was to have large armies at the 
ready. Again, he counted a unanimous vote for his answer, despite Erec, Jack, 
and Bethany’s marks against it. 

The third film was a wider picture with many people in it. It was labeled 
“Ethiopia.” A judge in long red robes held a diamond bracelet. “Two people 
were fighting over this. Neither is from here, and neither has proof of ownership. 
You decide who it belongs to.” 

A man in African garb stepped up to the left side of the film. “My name is 
Koorc. I am here visiting friends and family. What happened is simple. I bought 
the bracelet at home and brought it here to give to my mother on her birthday. I 
went out to find a box and paper to wrap it. I wasn’t paying attention to where I 
was walking since I was admiring the bracelet, and I slipped on a patch of ice 
and fell. This woman saw the bracelet fly from my hand and tried to grab it from 
me.” 

The judge turned to the woman. “State your name and case.” 

The woman glared. “I’m Renwo Tneconni. This is ridiculous. Everyone 
knows women do not steal. It is not in our nature. We are honest and true. That is 
all I have to say.” 

The judge frowned. “You must tell what happened.” 

“Fine,” Tneconni snapped. “The bracelet was given to me by an old 
boyfriend...who has since died...in a war.” 

The judge said, “There has been no war here in years.” 

“There has where I come from,” Tneconni said. “I came to Ethiopia because 
my sister lives here. I have no money. Work is hard to find where I am from. So I 
was holding the bracelet, the only valuable thing I own. And this man tried to 
grab it.” 

Balor passed out the ballots. “Who did the bracelet belong to? Koorc? 
Tneconni?” 

Rock said, “The man made more sense.” 

“T agree with Rock,” said Oscar. 

Ward nodded. “Yeah, she has a motive, too. She’s dirt-poor.” 

Erec frowned. “Not every poor person is a thief.” 

Balor cracked up. “Practically.” 

Bethany spit out, “It belongs to the woman.” 

“Yeah, right,” said Rock. “We know. Women aren’t capable of stealing, 
right?” 

“Her boyfriend died?” Balor cackled. “She probably killed him.” 


“The bracelet belongs to the woman.” Bethany’s face turned red. 

“You’re a girl.” Balor laughed. “Of course you’d say that.” 

“Girl, girl, girl, girl,” sang Damon, playing with the tassel on his floppy gray 
hat. 

“What do you think, Bette?” Ward asked. 

Bette smiled at Ward. “The woman is a thief.” 

“So, we’re decided?” Balor asked. 

Bethany stood. “If you’d all shut up and listen.” Everyone stared. “The man 
said he slipped on ice. Not that you’d all know, but Ethiopia is in Upper Earth on 
the Equator, where it’s always hot. That man was from somewhere else, and he 
messed up when he told that story. It’s an obvious lie.” Bethany sat in a huff and 
crossed her arms. 

“She’s right,” Erec said. 

“Tm with them,” Jack said. 

Balor bit his lip. “Fine. But if you’re wrong, you’ll be sorry. Not that we 
won’t win anyway.” 

They checked off ballots and Balor said, “Unanimous. Bracelet belongs to 
Tneconni.” The group followed him out. 

Erec asked him in the hallway, “Do you know anyone who has the Inter...1 
mean MagicNet here?” 

Balor laughed. “I do, of course.” 

“Can I use it?” 

“Sure. Come over tonight. And we’ll talk about your glasses. Oh, wait a 
minute, not tonight.” He grinned. “Wait a few days, then come use it.” 

Kilroy took Balor’s answers and patted his floppy black hair. “First ones 
back. And, let’s see...all three correct! You’re winners.” He winked. “Prizes will 
be given out at four.” 

Balor, Damon, Rock, and Ward high-fived and hooted. Balor looked 
knowingly at Damon. “I knew Ethiopia was in Upper Earth. It’s in Europe.” 

Damon leaned forward, looking excited. “My ope?” 

Oscar tried to corner Rock, asking about his father, but Rock dodged him. 
Erec and his friends went to the cafeteria for lunch. 

Erec asked, “What’s the big deal about reminding us about magic?” 

Jack looked at Erec. “Ten years ago, King Piter was about to lift the spell so 
you’d all remember. A lot of people were upset about it. But then he got real 
sick, and his opponents took over. That’s when President Inkle let Prince 
Baskania put the marks on your foreheads. They shut down the gateways 


between our worlds. Prince Baskania is working on a permanent spell so you all 
could never possibly remember magic.” 

“Prince Baskania, is that what he calls himself here? The multibillionaire 
who owns the Super A Team and too many corporations to count?” Erec 
shivered. So Thanatos Baskania really had a connection to this place. He thought 
about what his mother had said yesterday about Thanatos Baskania having it out 
for him, but it seemed ridiculous. If Baskania was busy trying to take over the 
world and keep Upper Earth from remembering magic, why would he care about 
Erec? 

“His true followers call him the Sorcerer Prince. I don’t know about the 
corporations you’re talking about, but he does own the Super A Team. He’s the 
most powerful sorcerer, and he’s good friends with President Inkle. Most people 
around here think he saved the day, helping run things since King Piter’s been 
sick.” 

“The most powerful sorcerer?” The idea sank in. No wonder Baskania had 
the Midas touch in the business world. 

“He’s ancient, spent centuries perfecting his magic. My dad says it warped 
him, made him sick for more power. That level of magic is so hard to attain, 
doing things like reading minds, warping time, seeing the Substance around us 
and understanding it. But it’s not enough for him. They say he wants to do things 
even a scepter can’t let you do, and he’s working at it constantly. Create people 
out of nothing. Move the planets. Mind control.” He shook his head. “Nuts, 
huh?” 


At four o’clock Jack pointed to his watch. “Prize time, guys.” They had been 
walking with Erec’s dog and Cutie Pie through the flag gardens. 

The prize pen behind the maze looked almost the same as the one with 
aniballs. Oscar saw Stoney Rayson walking away from the pen and rushed over. 
“Hi, Mr. Rayson, sir. I’m Oscar Felix. I’m friends with Rock. I was on his team 
today.” Oscar reached out his hand, and Rayson nodded, ignoring it. 

“Uh, hey!” Oscar shouted. “Are Rock and the guys getting prizes?” 

Rayson shook his head. “I don’t think so.” He walked away. 

Oscar called to Rayson’s back, “Maybe we’ll see each other later!” 

Spartacus Kilroy stood in front of a large pen filled with white, glistening 
balls. 

“Oh, no,” said Erec. “More aniballs. Let’s grab one fast before another rhino 


charges.” 

Bethany’s eyes lit up. “Maybe I’ll get a kitty friend for Cutie Pie. Or a 
hamster!” 

“Lunch for Cutie Pie,” said Erec. Bethany shot him a cross look. 

Kilroy blew his whistle and everyone stopped talking. “Congratulations. 
There were ninety-three winners of the Pro and Contest. Let’s hear it for the 
winners!” 

Applause filled the air. Cutie Pie held her claws out and glared at the noisy 
kids. Erec’s dog howled as if he had won himself. Erec thought he saw Cutie Pie 
give his dog the evil eye. 

Kilroy blew his whistle again. “The next contest will be ten o’clock, Monday 
morning, here behind the maze. It is called the Tribaffleon. And, for a special 
treat, there will be a springball match between the Super A Team and Alypium in 
the agora on Saturday.” The crowd burst into cheers. 

Kilroy shouted, “TIl check off your names when you go into the prize pen. 
Everybody gets one inquizzle—only one. It will give a yes or no answer to any 
question you ask. But after one answer it pops. Think before you ask. This is a 
great opportunity. And don’t take more than one.” 

Kids raced to check in and grab inquizzles. Some stood still as if they were 
afraid to talk. A boy grabbed one and said, “This is an inquizzle>” It vanished in 
a puff of yellow smoke and said, “Yes.” He looked around, stunned, and then 
kicked the dirt and walked away. 

Erec left his dog outside the pen with Cutie Pie. His inquizzle felt glassy and 
cool. White smoke drifted within the orb. What should he ask? Was his mother a 
criminal? He wasn’t sure he wanted the answer. Where were Sammy and 
Danny? He wished he could get more than a yes or no. Would Hecate Jekyll 
have all the ingredients he would need for the formula? He would find that out 
soon enough. Was someone hypnotizing King Piter? Would he win all the 
contests? Would he be able to free his mother? Yes, that was it. 

But then Erec stopped. He could not ask that. What if the answer was no? 
What would he do? How would he tell her? He couldn’t ask. He had to go on 
believing he would get her out. 

So what, then? An idea hit him, something he had almost forgotten with all 
of the other questions nagging him. He had always thought his birth mother was 
dead. June never mentioned her, even though she always said that his father was 
“alive and loves him.” But recently when he asked, she balked. Was his birth 
mother alive too? Would he meet his father here? 


Erec looked into the swirling mists of the inquizzle. “Is my birth mother... 
who gave birth to me...alive?” 

The glasslike ball shattered in his hand, each shard melting into yellow 
smoke. “Yes.” 

She was alive! And she was probably here in Alypium, too. Erec did not 
have any memories of her. She must have left his father. And from what Erec 
remembered of his father, he didn’t blame her for leaving. Only, why didn’t she 
take Erec with her? Was she sick? Didn’t she love him? 

Bethany put her inquizzle down. “Your birth mother...who gave birth to 
you? Can you be more specific?” 

“Leave me alone. What’s your question going to be?” 

“Pm afraid to ask...but I have to.” She picked her inquizzle up. “Is Uncle 
Earl going to find me in Alypium?” 

Her inquizzle exploded in yellow smoke. “Yes.” 

Bethany jerked back, horrified. Her fingers were frozen as if she still held 
the orb. “He can’t make me go back. Pll just escape again. I know how to get 
here now.” She sat, burying her face in Cutie Pie. “He cant take Cutie Pie 
away.” Her voice was muffled from the cat fur. Cutie Pie growled as if she 
agreed. 

Erec sat by Bethany. “It just said he’d find you, not get you and bring you 
back. Maybe he finds you and you escape, and then he never finds you again. 
Maybe he finds you here when you’re seventy.” 

Bethany laughed unhappily, stroking Cutie Pie’s fur. “I guess it was too 
much to hope that I’d never see him again. You know, he threw me birthday 
parties every year? I had to do all the work while the kids played. Then he’d sell 
my presents. He thought it was a great scheme.” 

Erec shuddered. “Don’t worry. I’ll make sure he’ll never get you.” 

Oscar walked by. “I won’t be one of the three final winners. At least, 
according to the stupid inquizzle. Who says they’re right, anyway?” 

Left and right, kids asked inquizzles if they would be final contest winners, 
black poofs and No’s resounding through the air. 

Jack walked over with a grin. 

Oscar glared. “What? Don’t tell me you’re one of the three winners.” 

Jack shrugged. “Dunno. But I’m getting a new dog at home.” 

“When?” Bethany said, excited. 

“T don’t know.” Jack’s smile dimmed. “I hope it’s before I’m eighteen.” 

They walked to the cafeteria for dinner with their fellow champions, many 


grumbling because they would not be final winners. 

Cutie Pie pawed her fur. “Look,” said Bethany. “I wonder why she’s doing 
that.” 

Jack scratched his head in thought. 


“T’m having fish tonight,” said Erec. “Everything else is clouds and veggies.” 

“They’re good, though,” Bethany replied. She was rubbing her arms. 

Erec scratched his neck. He felt itchier as he ate. His feet, arms, legs, body, 
and head burned. He noticed his friends scratching, too. 

“Think we got into poison ivy?” Erec asked. 

“What’s that?” Oscar asked. “Some Loser plant?” 

Bethany set down her water. “Upper Earth plant. Ill bring you some, Oscar. 
You can check it out up close and personal.” 

Oscar scratched his neck with one hand and his scalp with the other. “This is 
getting bad. I’m going to see Dr. Mumbai.” He scratched both legs. “I can’t even 
eat.” 

“Me too,” said Bethany. 

Jack and Erec nodded in agreement. They left their plates and ran to the 
castle. “Where is the royal hospital?” Erec asked. 

A few other kids ran down the central hallway. “I bet I know where they’re 
going,” Bethany said. “Let’s follow them.” They ran past the west wing corridor 
where a smug-looking Ugry stood, pointing down the hallway. “Second left, end 
of the hall,” he sang out with an eerie smile on his face. 

Erec caught a sour smell as he ran past Ugry, and sneezed. They took the 
second left. Down the hallway, a crowd gathered around Dr. Mumbai, a tall 
woman with blond hair twirled into a bun. She looked at scalps, arms, and necks 
all around her with gloved hands. 

“Attack fleas.” Dr. Mumbai batted long eyelashes. “I have no idea how a 
brood got loose. They don’t usually swarm in Alypium. Did these spread at the 
contests? I thought you all were in separate rooms.” 

“Unless it happened in the prize pen,” said Erec. “Like the rhinoceros.” 

“Your prizes were infested? I guess that’s possible.” A show of hands 
confirmed that they all had won the second contest. “Well, everyone take a cup 
of napalmroid ointment and a sleeping pill. Cover your body, and come back 
tomorrow after I get more. For some reason my whole supply is missing. 
Luckily, I had ten spare tubs under the sink. I don’t want to think about how bad 


you all would have been by the morning.” She scooped ointment into plastic 
cups and handed them out. 

They rubbed it on. “How long before this works?” 

“You’ll feel a little better tomorrow. It will take a few days before they’re 
gone. Tonight will be rough so don’t forget your sleeping pill. You’ ll need it.” 

They scratched all the way back to the dormitory. “I’m taking my sleeping 
pill now,” Bethany said. 

Erec’s skin burned, but he could not stop scratching. He went to his room 
and took his sleeping pill. As he was drifting off to sleep, he wondered about the 
answer he got. His mother was alive. 

He was thinking of how he would find her when he fell fast asleep. 


CHAPTER ELEVEN 


Springball 


Erec sept past breakfast. He dressed slowly, exhausted from the sleeping pill 
and itchy, when he noticed his dog panting and scratching his dark gray and 
white fur. He looked like he had been up all night. Erec’s heart dropped. “I 
forgot all about you. I’ll get you something from Dr. Mumbai.” 

Erec ran to the royal hospital, where a crowd had formed, getting their 
morning dose of napalmroid. He grabbed cups for himself, Bethany, Jack, and 
Oscar, then two more for his dog, and a sleeping pill coated in peanut butter. 
After Erec put napalmroid on himself and his dog, he spent the day in bed, 
itching and dozing. He could not even think of finding formula ingredients. 

The next day was more bearable. Erec found Bethany in the cafeteria at 
lunch. She had deep scratches on her face and arms. 

“Tt’s my fault. I totally forgot about Cutie Pie. Luckily she...reminded me 
before I took my sleeping pill. She’s still asleep.” 

Finally, they went to the castle kitchens, the ingredient list in Erec’s pocket. 
Hecate Jekyll saw them and smiled. “Whadda ya need? More pomegranates?” 

Erec pulled the list out. “Brownies would be nice. Maybe cupcakes.” He had 
thought about how to ask for the ingredients. “I like to do experiments with 
different...things, kind of like a chemistry set. It’s my hobby. Could I borrow 
some ingredients from you?” 

“Tt depends what yer asking for. There’s nothing I don’t have...or can’t get. 
I’m kind of a whiz at potions myself. That is what you’re getting at, right?” 

Erec nodded. “Have you heard of nitrowisherine?” 

Jekyll laughed, delighted, her stiff nose high in the air and her eyes 
crinkling. “Oh, I see now what you’re after, ya little menace. Pipe bombs aren’t 
good enough for ya, huh? You need the big kaboom. What do your parents say 
about this pastime?” 

“They’re all for it.” Erec suppressed a smile. 


Jekyll flashed a huge grin. “I like them already. What else do you want?” 

“Warthog essence?” 

She winked. “Now you’re really talking explosion. Now how can I be sure 
nobody will get hurt?” 

“TIl be really careful,” Erec said. “Do you have grain alcohol? Wolfsbane?” 

Jekyll’s brow knitted. “Grain alcohol...hmm.” She suddenly looked stern. “I 
can’t give alcohol to kids. Let me see that list.” She grabbed the paper out of 
Erec’s hand. Her eyes narrowed. “What is this?” Her stare felt like it pierced 
through his eye. “You have a glass eye,” she said accusingly. 

“So do you,” Erec reminded her. He was confused. She was like him, then? 
Some woman in Alypium was his birth mother. Could it be her? 

She sensed Erec’s confusion, and a smile spread across her face. “I’m sorry 
for snapping.” She folded Erec’s list. He took it back as she tried to put it in her 
pocket. “All misunderstandings, I’m sure. Now I can’t give you those 
ingredients. Way too dangerous for a nice young man like you. But I’ll fix you 
both a big plate of cupcakes, brownies, and cookies. Did you two win the second 
contest? Come down with attack fleas like the rest of them?” 

Bethany nodded. “Don’t you think it’s a little fishy that bad things keep 
happening in the prize pens?” 

Jekyll nodded. “I’ve thought the same thing. Any ideas?” 

Erec shrugged. “Balthazar Ugry gives me the creeps. I wouldn’t put 
anything past him.” 

“Good thought,” Jekyll said. “I’d pin any mischief on that one, myself. Any 
other thoughts?” 

“Tt’s a little strange Rock Rayson and his friends are so lucky,” said Bethany. 
“They missed the rhino and the attack fleas. I wonder if Stoney Rayson is in on 
it somehow.” 

Jekyll disappeared into the kitchens and came back with a tray of treats. 
“Kids, keep your eyes open. I’m here if you need anyone to talk to. You can trust 


” 


me. 


Bethany pushed her chair against the sitting room door and sat, scratching her 
scalp. “PI try not to listen.” 

“Go ahead.” Erec sat on another chair, ready to put on his glasses. “Pl tell 
you everything anyway.” 

His mother was sitting on her bed, staring at her fingernails. “Mom?” Erec 


said quietly. 

June dropped her book. “Erec?” She looked pale and worn. 

“Ts something wrong?” 

“Pm tired. I miss you all. The twins are back and they’re fine. Everyone’s 
fine. You seem fine.” She sighed. “And I’m a mouse in a trap. I mean, I’m really 
glad nobody needs me, it’s just...nobody needs me.” She looked sadder than 
Erec could remember. 

“That’s not true. It’s terrible without you. I worry all the time.” 

June smiled sadly. “I’m not sure if that’s better, really. I’m sorry. You just 
caught me in a mood. I’m fine. Except I’m stuck.” 

“Why don’t they let you go>” 

“Someone thinks I know more than I’m telling. I was dumb. I thought I had 
everything under control, moving a lot and erasing people’s memories of us each 
time.” 

“You erased people’s memories of us?” Erec paused. “Nobody remembers 
me from before we moved to New York...last week? My old friends? Is that why 
you never let me make long-distance calls? It wasn’t the money, was it?” Fury 
rose in Erec. “And that’s why nobody writes me back—ever?” 

June looked like she was about to cry. “I’m so sorry. It was for your safety, 
really. Look at us now.” 

“Looks like it was for your safety, more like.” Erec did not care anymore 
that she was upset. “By the way, my birth mother is alive.” 

June became pale. “How did you find out?” 

“Don’t worry. I didn’t meet her. I asked an inquizzle. It was a prize for 
winning the second contest.” 

“Congratulations.” June bit her lips. 

“Don’t you have anything to say about my birth mother?” 

June shook her head. 

“Well, that’s a first.” Erec wished he could slam a door and walk out, but he 
wasn’t really in her room to begin with. “I have to go.” 

“Don’t go, Erec. Not like this. I couldn’t take it now. Tell me about the 
contest.” 

“Well, the strangest part is that all the winners came down with attack fleas. 
Last time the winners got attacked by a rhino—and a minotaur. It’s getting so 
I’m afraid to win.” 

“That doesn’t sound like a coincidence.” 

Erec heard Bethany shout, “Off!” and something crashed into him. 


“Gotta go.” He whisked the glasses off and saw that Bethany had flung a 
book at him. Some kids were entering the room. 

“What happened?” a boy asked. 

Bethany shrugged. “I thought I saw a mouse.” 

“So you threw that book at it?” He pointed. 

“T lost my head, I guess.” 

The boy merely shrugged, not really interested. 

After dinner, Erec laid in bed scratching and remembering his old friends 
who had forgotten him. His grief was not because of the messed-up Substance 
that had given him the heavy, sad feeling when he had first entered FES Station. 
No, he knew exactly whose fault this was. 


The next day the itching was better, but Erec was still rubbing his leg when Jack 
burst into the room. “Springball’s in an hour and a half. I’m grabbing lunch, then 
heading over to get good seats. You coming?” 

They knocked on Bethany’s door and found Oscar playing pool in the sitting 
room. Bags sat on the cafeteria tables, packed with apples, dried fruit, seeds, 
nuts, and sandwiches. The bread was thin and crunchy. 

“What is this?” Erec asked. 

“Dehydrated sprouted wheat berry bread,” Oscar said sadly. 

“Not bad, though,” said Jack. 

On the way to the springball match, Erec felt empty inside. All of his past 
friends had forgotten him. His only friends in the world were right here—until 
June made them forget too. 


“How is springball played?” Bethany asked. “I saw headlines about it at the 
newsstand, but I could never figure it out.” 

Erec smiled, glad to think about something else. “Each team has a ball, and 
he is in play the whole game.” 

“He?” 

“Yeah. The ball. They have to be good gymnasts, really agile.” 

“Wait...the balls are people?” 

Erec nodded. “You didn’t know that? Each ball tries to get in the other 
team’s trap, or a hoop over the trap for extra points, and to stay out of their own 
trap. They wear thick, rounded padding that bounces, so they look like real balls 


with arms and legs. And they have two big springs: One sticks up from their 
heads and one out from their bottoms. They can bounce on them to get away. 

“The Super A Team is so good they wear eye patches just to show they can 
win with only one eye. They’re undefeated. It’s hard to imagine, this group of 
amateurs has beaten every pro team for ten years straight. They’re like pure 
magic.” 

Jack looked at him sideways. “You’re kidding, right? They lose all the time. 
Look at ’em. Some are old. What they’re really known for is cheating.” 

“Are you saying the Alypium team can beat the Super A Team at 
springball?” 

“They could probably beat them at anything except posing for the camera. 
So could most of the Aorth teams.” 

“Wow,” Erec said. “You must have amazing athletes here. I’m glad someone 
can beat them. The whole story about them is too much.” 

“What story?” 

“Thanatos Baskania, the Crown Prince of Peace, is a corporate genius. He 
owns twenty huge conglomerates that stretch all over the world. Television, 
movies, oil, lumber, you name it. But he got kooky. And that’s what too much 
money does. I guess, maybe too much magical power, too. He wanted everyone 
in Upper Earth to call him ‘Crown Prince,’ and he started a huge media blitz 
about how he’s going to create the best springball team in the world—he’s a big 
fan—and he’s going to give each player a huge company to run. The television 
and newspapers ate it up. 

“All the big springball teams in the world leagues thought their best players 
would be scooped. The players waited for tryouts, phone calls. Nothing. The 
Prince said he was finding players himself, but nobody knew how. The news 
went crazy; everyone wanted to know who would be picked. Finally the Prince 
said he had a team, but only one of them was a pro springball player—picked off 
the Miami Bounce. A lot of these guys didn’t even look like athletes. Some were 
too old, like Rayson. There’s no way that guy should be able to compete. 

“Everyone laughed at first. But they play like demons and nobody can beat 
them. Baskania calls them the “Team of Heroes.’ 

“Tt never stopped. Baskania got the American League to let them compete 
even though they’re not a city team—paid ’em off, I’m sure. Then came all the 
movies, the fastaurants, comics, cards, figurines, toys. Three of them just got 
elected governor. I don’t know how they have time for that and pro springball 
and being CEOs.” 


Jack looked stunned. He whispered, “Prince Baskania is making you think 
those guys are superheroes. They’re all just regular athletes from the Kingdoms 
of the Keepers.” He shook his head. “People here used to be terrified of the 
Sorcerer Prince, but now they think he’s saved us from disaster. Since King Piter 
has been sick, he has ‘helped’ make decisions and run things. Everyone is 
desperate for a leader now.” 

Oscar’s forehead wrinkled. “I didn’t know he took his Super A Team to 
compete with the Losers. That doesn’t seem fair.” 

Jack shook his head. “With communication shut down these last ten years 
with Upper Earth, I doubt anyone knows.” 


Cliff Arena hung over a sharp drop in the mountain at the edge of the agora. The 
part of the arena suspended over the cliff had no seats, only a solid glass wall, 
giving a spectacular view of the mountain range and the feeling that the entire 
arena sat in thin air. Erec, Bethany, Oscar, and Jack found great seats near the 
midfield line. 

“This doesn’t look right,” Erec said. “Usually, the spectators look down into 
the arena. It’s a huge pit with solid walls for the ball to bounce off. This playing 
floor is at our level. The balls will fly into the crowd.” 

“There’s a force field around the oval,” Jack said. “We get a better view this 
way.” 

The field otherwise looked about the same: an eighty-yard by fifty-yard oval 
with a midfield line down its center and four starting circles in each comer. 
Ramps, holes, nets, and small walls randomly scattered over the field. A large 
“trap” sat at each end, and over each hung a huge net eight feet off the ground. 

Erec could not believe he might see someone actually beat the Super A 
Team. It was even more unthinkable that he was here at all, with fantastic seats. 
Erec spotted Olive Umpee sitting between Spartacus Kilroy and Balthazar Ugry 
several rows ahead. Kilroy and Umpee scratched continuously. 

“Doesn’t it seem strange that Ugry isn’t scratching?” Erec asked. “He must 
have done something to protect himself at the prize pen. What do you think?” 

Jack looked stunned. “Why would he do that? You’re not meaning that he 
planted the fleas, are you? He’s here to help us.” 

Bethany rolled her eyes. “Help us into an early grave. Just the same, I 
wonder if Rayson had something to do with it. Where do you think Rock and his 
friends are getting all the answers to the contests? And they’re never around 


when the winners are getting attacked by one thing or another.” 

Erec said, “Maybe Rayson is just helping his son, and Ugry is doing all the 
bad things.” 

“Rayson has a motive: scare other kids away so his son will win. I wonder 
what will happen to the next contest winners.” 

Oscar said, “You can’t scare me away that easy. I’m more scared by what my 
dad would think if I lost.” He scratched his legs. “Some idiots are quitting 
because their inquizzles said they would lose. I don’t believe those things, 
anyway. Nobody’s shown me proof they work.” 

Bethany smiled. “You’re completely right. Mine was probably wrong too. 
Hey, before the game starts, fill me in on the rules.” 

“The balls try to get into the other team’s traps and hoops and stay out of 
their own. A batter follows them around with a big rubber club to knock them 
loose if the other team gets them. The trapper guards the trap and the hoop with 
his body or a huge racket. Three points for getting your ball in the other team’s 
trap, six for getting him in their hoop, five for getting the other team’s ball in 
their trap, and ten for getting him in their hoop.” 

“Why are there more points for scoring with the opposing ball?” 

“Their ball is fighting against you. There are three guardians on defense and 
four bouncers on offense.” 

“This’ll be an easy win for Alypium,” Jack said. “They just won the Dragon 
Cup in April.” 

Erec laughed. “On Upper Earth we call the championship the Big Spring.” 

“Star Wellcandle is the hot player now,” Jack said. “He’s only played a year, 
but he’s the top scorer. His magical gift is perfect: He gets his wishes. It’s hard to 
get a ball by him—you have to sneak it around. Of course, he’s not allowed to 
wish for goal after goal, but he can wish for plays to go his way. Guy’s 
amazing.” 

“T can’t imagine getting everything I wished for,’ Bethany said. “What a 
dream.” 

“Yeah, but not for those around him,” Jack said. “People feel sorry for his 
wife. She seems happy, but she’s unrecognizable. Each year she gets taller, nicer, 
more understanding, and funnier. Her nose gets smaller, her eyes get bigger, and 
her hair color changes every week.” 

The lights went off and sparkles of color filled the stadium. An announcer’s 
voice boomed. “Welcome to the special, off-season springball challenge between 
the Alypium Sky and the Super A Team, brought to you by the Castle Alypium, 


33 
I 


Flying Donkey Nectar, and Micro Cell Phones—get them while you’re young 
An unseen band blared peppy music. 

“That’s Barnum Gong,” Jack whispered. “He announces Alypium’s games.” 

Spotlights zoomed, leaving fans and swirls of light in the darkness. Barnum 
Gong’s voice rang. “And, now, without further ado, the Super A Team!” The 
crowd shouted with cheers and a few hisses as the players wearing red and 
black, with black eye patches, ran onto the field in beams of light. 

“Robert Burr, ball; Mel Timan, guardian; Tom Fan, bouncer; John Arrete, 
trapper; Count Araignee, bouncer; Gog Magnon, batter; Franklin Stein, 
guardian; ‘Mighty’ Joe Liath, guardian; Rich ‘Stoney’ Rayson, bouncer; and 
Rock Yettas, bouncer.” The applause was wild. 

“And now,” boomed Barnum Gong, “our home team, the Alypium Sky!” 
The crowd roared like mad when Star Wellcandle ran out in his blue and white 
uniform. He looked smallish and distracted, not your typical athlete. 

When Gong called out, “Pi Cleary, bouncer,” Jack said, “He has a 
mathematical gift; he can figure out arcs and trajectories. He can throw a ball at 
just the right angle to get it in the hoop, or bounce it off its spring and make a 
perfect pass.” 

The lights came on. Robert Burr, in huge, round red padding, and the white 
Alypium ball opened with the head-off. Erec laughed. As many times as he had 
seen springball, it was still funny to see the giant balls with arms, legs, and a 
head sticking out. The balls ran and leapt off springy ramps, flying at each other 
headfirst. When the big springs sticking from their heads collided, they flew 
back toward their opposing teams. 

“T love when their springs get stuck,” said Erec. “It’s chaos.” 

The springball game seemed more fast and wild than usual. If the balls 
weren’t so big they would have been hard to follow. Bethany laughed, pointing. 
The little bits of arms and legs that were sticking out of the giant Alypium ball 
waved frantically as two Super A Team players ran with him down the field. He 
managed to break free and bounced off his spring to the other side of the field. 
But he didn’t get far before someone kicked him toward the stands, limbs 
wagging and mouth open. A few audience members flinched as the giant ball 
flew at them spring first, until he hit the force field. 

Batters ran around swinging rubber clubs, knocking balls out of players’ 
arms. Mighty Joe Liath and Stoney Rayson guarded Star Wellcandle by blocking 
his view of the game. He must have wished them away, for a moment later they 
were flat on their backs. When an Alypium player kicked Burr, the Super A 


Team ball with a hooked nose and shaved head, into the trap, a whistle blew. 

“And a score!” shouted Barnum Gong. “Three points for Alypium, red ball 
in the red trap.” 

“Well, now I’ve seen it all,” Erec said. “I thought the Super A Team could 
never lose a point.” He frowned. “The Alypium ball looks too big. I can’t 
imagine he’d weigh in.” 

“Weigh in?” asked Jack. “Your balls weigh in?” 

“Of course,” said Erec. “They have to be under one hundred thirty pounds in 
full gear or they’d smash people.” 

Jack shrugged. “That wouldn’t work here. It’s too easy to find players who 
could levitate and trick the scales.” 

Robert Burr looked angry and spit. The players walked to their starting 
positions for the next head-off. The three guardians on each team lined up 
between the starting circles and the four bouncers along the midfield line. The 
whistle blew and the balls bounced off their springboards for a clean head-off. 

“Look!” Erec shouted. “Araignee’s flying! Like in the movies!” With the 
excitement of the game, Erec had forgotten the Super A Team had magical 
powers. 

Jack looked at him funny. “He has been the whole game. It’s his gift. 
Nobody knows how he got it, though. He’s not from a flying family.” 

“No wonder they always win in Upper Earth.” In an instant, Erec’s opinion 
of the Super A Team fell. They were cheaters, not heroes. “So, Tom Fan really 
can pass through walls? Burr can defy gravity? The Count can really fly, and 
turn into a bat? And Franklin Stein can breathe life into deadly contraptions? Is 
anything made up?” 

Jack shook his head. “They’re only supposed to use their own magical gifts, 
not anything store-bought. The A Team got busted once for using a trap that 
moved to keep balls out.” 

Erec could not believe it. For the past ten years on Upper Earth people said 
traps in Super A Team games looked like they moved to keep balls out. They 
thought it was because Trapper John Arrete’s speed made people dizzy. 

The Alypium Sky easily outplayed the Super A Team. They won thirty-six to 
twelve, with a final great play by the Alypium team called the Tet Offensive. 
Every member of the Alypium Sky dropped their positions and rushed ahead of 
their ball onto the opposing side, as allowed with the play, tackling everyone in 
sight. 

Erec couldn’t wipe the grin off his face. Kids poured into the agora, buying 


nectar cones, going to Sky High Candy for spun sugar birds and honeycomb, 
browsing the pet store, and just wandering under the soaring mountains, eagles, 
and blue skies. 

While Jack and Oscar went to get cloud creams, Erec said to Bethany, “I 
want you to try really hard to remember me.” 

“What are you talking about?” Bethany asked Erec. 

A cloud passed over the sun. “I found out my dear mother erased my old 
friends’ memories of me. Not just my friends—everyone who knew me before 
we moved to New York last week. Isn’t that great? So, I figure you’re next. I'll 
get her out, we’ll go back to our tiny apartment in New York, where we can’t 
afford to live, and everyone here will forget I ever existed. You’ll probably have 
great memories of walking your cat and exploring the castle by yourself.” 

“Why would she do that?” 

Erec slumped. “She says it was for my protection. I’m starting to wonder if it 
was for hers. She’s the one they captured, not me. And she didn’t seem too 
happy that I found out my birth mother is alive. Maybe my birth mother will take 
me back. This one ruined my life.” He thought about Hecate Jekyll and her one 
eye. Who knows? Maybe she was his real mother. 

“You’re just mad.” 

“I am mad. I was going to get gunpowder in the armory today. Maybe I’ll 
walk my dog and enjoy the sunshine instead.” 

“Let’s compromise. We’ll hang out with our pets, then check out the armory 
after dinner.” 

Erec shrugged. “It’s a deal, but only if we get cloud cream sundaes first.” 


CHAPTER TWELVE 


The MagicNet 


Dinner was wip pheasants, quinoa cakes, wild berries, nuts, a shredded 
vegetable salad, cold raspberry soup, and barbecued duck. Erec was surprised 
how much he liked it. He wondered if his taste was changing since he’d been 
here. 

After cherub puffs and divinity, Erec and Bethany climbed into the castle. 
Erec wore his Sneakers, and the vanishing caps were in their pockets. 

“T guess we can’t just ask where the armory is,” Erec said. 

Bethany stopped a maid in the hallway. “Excuse me, is there a map of the 
castle?” 

“A map?” The maid was amused. “Nobody who should be wandering would 
need a map, now, would they?” 

“What kinds of things are in the different wings? I know the west wing is the 
king’s quarters, throne room, and state rooms. What’s in the south wing?” 

“Too much to list off,” said the maid. “Now on with you, I’ve work to do.” 

“Ts there a library?” asked Bethany. 

“Sure, in the east wing.” 

“A ballroom?” 

“Several, of course...” 

“Ts there a throne room?” 

“You said yerself it’s in the west wing. Now let me go.” 

“An armory? Is there an armory?” 

“Of course there’s an armory.” 

“Where is that?” 

The maid growled, “The south wing. That’s enough.” 

“End of the south wing, right?” 

“Of course.” She walked away, grumbling, and Bethany winked at Erec. 

“Good work.” 


They headed for the south wing. At the end were tall, inlaid mahogany 
doors, around fifteen feet high. They pulled them open and went into a short 
corridor. Two oak doors bore signs saying conventional armory and magical 
armory. Broken pieces of a suit of armor were scattered before the doors. 

A stern voice called, “Who goes there?” 

Erec and Bethany glanced around. Nobody seemed to be there. 

“Who goes there?” Louder now, the voice sounded almost desperate. 

“Um, Rick Ross and Bethany Evirly,” Erec said. 

“Password?” 

“T...don’t know.” 

“Then you must leave.” The voice did not sound like one to be trifled with. 

“Look.” Bethany pointed at the head of the suit of armor. “It’s talking.” 

The empty metal headpiece held still as if it did not want to be discovered. 
“Hello?” Erec asked. There was no answer. 

Erec slowly reached for the door to the conventional armory, and the armor 
head swirled to face him. “Stop! You may not go in.” A metal hand brandished a 
sword. 

“We just want a peek.” Bethany reached for the door. Several metal parts 
rustled on the floor, but the only piece that could move well was the hand not 
clutching the sword. It shuffled on its fingers to Bethany, grabbed her ankle, and 
squeezed. 

Bethany screamed and kicked, but the hand held tight. Erec tried to pry it 
off. 

“Tt hurts.” Bethany stamped her foot and pulled at the hand. 

“Pll let go when you leave.” The head seemed suddenly cheered. A few 
moments later, though, when neither Erec nor Bethany left, the other hand flung 
its sword at Erec. The sword fell with a clatter a few feet from the hand, which 
scuttled to grab it and throw it again. 

Erec picked up the sword and kicked the other hand into the corner. He 
raised the sword to whack the metal hand off Bethany’s leg. 

“No!” She whisked her leg away. “Are you crazy?” 

“All right. Try this.” Erec slid the sword between her ankle and the metal 
fingers and then yanked. A few fingertips flew from the hand. 

“That’s better.” Bethany sighed. “Try again.” Erec slid the sword back and 
chopped the fingers off with a sharp jerk. The hand fell off Bethany’s ankle, 
which was now red with a long cut. 

“Sorry.” Erec kicked away the other hand, which had sneakily grabbed the 


sword and was inching back toward them. 

“Tm fine. Let’s go.” 

“You ruined my hand,” cried the head. Bethany and Erec opened the door to 
the conventional armory. “Get out of there!” shouted the head. “Don’t think I’m 
not coming after you. When I get you, you’ ll be sorry.” Erec rolled his eyes. 

The armory was humongous and nearly empty, save a few missiles and 
mortars. A large tank and several armored personnel carriers stood in what 
looked like an enclosed yard in back. Markings on the ground made it look like 
many others had been around them. 

“Look at all the empty shelves and spaces,” said Bethany. “It looks like there 
was just a war and they haven’t restocked yet.” 

“My mom said the armory is just here in case of an emergency.” 

“Well, it looks to me like there’s a lot missing.” 

Several missiles the size of small trucks lined the walls. Most of the empty 
spots near them had big skid marks where others had been. “Hey, over here.” 
Bethany waved. Huge burlap bags marked “gunpowder” lay near piles of flak 
jackets and a few cannons. 

“Oh, no. I forgot a bag,” said Erec. 

“Well, we have pockets,” said Bethany. “How much do we need?” 

“Two cups.” They took the vanishing caps out and stuffed their pockets with 
gunpowder. Their hands and clothes became filthy. 

“Ts there a sink here?” Bethany wiped her hands on the burlap bag. 

The mangled suit of armor yelled, and the door burst open. Erec and 
Bethany dove behind a pile of flak jackets, pulling a few over their heads. Erec 
put his vanishing cap on and disappeared, dirt and all. 

Footsteps approached. Two people were talking. A hoarse whisper said, 
“Take the rest of the sidearms. Don’t forget the racks of semiautomatics. We’re 
good on assault rifles and LAW rockets. Over there, the grenades and land 
mines, grab all those, too. I’ve taken all we need from the magical armory. As 
soon as our three win the contests and get those scepters, we’ ll have all we need. 
We’ll lay siege to Alypium first, then Aorth, and finally Ashona. With those 
scepters, nothing can stop us.” 

A familiar voice whined, “You promise Rock will be one of the winners?” 

Bethany shot a look at where Erec should be, in front of a dirty spot on the 
wall. Rayson! 

“Of course,” the whisper hissed. 

“And what if the stone doesn’t scream?” Rayson asked. 


“Who cares if the stone screams,” the whisper replied. “People will be so 
glad to have new kings, nobody will notice. Just do your part and everything will 
go as planned. When the Sorcerer Prince gets those scepters, we’ll be 
unstoppable.” 

“What about Ward Gamin?” Rayson’s voice boomed, even when he was 
trying to be quiet. 

“TIl get rid of him before the final contest. Don’t worry.” 

“What if they don’t win the fourth contest? We don’t have that one under 
control.” 

“They will win.” The whisper sounded impatient. Suddenly, an ear- 
shattering howl ripped through the room, sounding like a cross between a mating 
banshee and an angry werewolf. Erec flattened against the wall and held his 
breath. 

The whisperer sounded breathless. “Get to work. I’m needed elsewhere.” 

Quiet footsteps drifted away, apparently leaving Rayson bumbling through 
the sidearm brackets. Erec peeked around the flak jackets and saw Rayson 
tossing revolvers, pistols, and shells into what must have been an invisible bag. 

Bethany pulled Erec back. “What if he can see you with the cap on, like 
Ugry?” she whispered. 

Rayson hummed tunelessly. The small arms clattered as he threw them into 
his bag. The noise got closer. “Let’s see, I’1l come back for this. What’s in here?” 
Smaller clunks echoed into what must have been a full bag. “What’s this, 
gunpowder? What a mess. Well, lifting spell for you.” Rayson sounded a foot 
away. A thick blanket fell over the heavy gunpowder bags next to them and then 
disappeared, the bags disappearing under it. Erec could feel the edge of the 
blanket lift. 

“Hmm.” Rayson was right in front of them. “Flak jackets.” He threw a few 
into his sack. Erec’s heart sank. He and Bethany shrank lower behind the pile. 
Bethany looked sadly alone...unless Rayson could see Erec with the cap on. 

Erec stamped a foot hard on the floor. A clatter arose in the hallway. 

“Shoot.” Rayson went still. Erec banged with both feet and more noise 
erupted outside the door. Rayson ran out, empty-handed. 

“Quick, put your cap on,” Erec said. “Let’s go.” 

“Tf we’re seen wearing them it’s all over.” 

“If Rayson knows we heard him in here, we’re dead.” 

Bethany put the cap on. As they ran to the door, Erec held Bethany’s sleeve 
to know where she was. He stomped heavily, making noise down the hall and in 


the magical armory. Rayson was nowhere to be seen. “Careful,” Bethany 
whispered. “He could be anywhere. He could be invisible.” 

In the entryway, the chopped armor shouted, “I know you’re here!” 
Alarmed, they ran into the south wing. Up the hallway, they heard a loud “Oof.” 
Rayson stood before Balthazar Ugry, looking like he had crashed into him. 

Rayson was talking to Ugry, pointing to where they must have heard clatter 
from Erec’s Sneakers. Erec and Bethany ran down a side hall and whisked their 
caps off. 

“In here,” Erec said, and they dashed into the nearest room. Both of them 
flew hard into the wall to their right. 

“Ouch. What is this, some weird magnetic wall?” Bethany tried to pry 
herself off. 

Erec sat on the wall, having already been through this. “It’s one of the rooms 
that didn’t change gravity.” His good eye adjusted to the darkness. A pool table 
hung from the middle of the floor. It must have been nailed down. Everything 
else, the cues, balls, tables, and games that were on shelves around the room 
were in piles around them on the wall. 

“How do we get out of here?” Bethany stood on the wall and jumped to 
reach the doorway, unsuccessfully. 

“There’s no hurry,” said Erec. “Let’s wait for Ugry and Rayson to leave. 
Surprised to see Ugry here? You think that was him whispering in the armory?” 

Bethany shrugged. “A whisper is a whisper. But Pl bet it was him. Did you 
hear him? He wants the scepters, whatever they are, and then he’ll destroy and 
conquer everything!” 

“The scepters are what King Pluto and Queen Posey carry,” said Erec. “PI 
bet King Piter has one somewhere. They must be powerful. We better tell 
someone about this...only who?” 

“We should probably tell Queen Posey. But let’s start with your mom. At 
least we can trust her.” 

“Can we?” Erec said bitterly. “She’ll just delete me from everyone’s 
memory. Then Ugry will take over with Rayson’s help, right?” 

“Cut it out. She was just protecting you.” 

“Yeah, right. Anyway, we’re stuck here right now. I guess Pll tell her. Do 
you mind?” 

“Of course not.” 

Erec put the glasses on, and he found his mother was writing. “Mom?” 

June’s eyes flicked up. “Erec? Oh, good. I was just writing a letter to your 


brothers and sisters.” 

“T got gunpowder.” 

“How did you? I didn’t give you the password yet.” 

“T didn’t need a password. The suit of armor was all chopped up. He still 
wanted to fight me, though.” 

“Chopped up!” June sat straight on the rocking chair. “Impossible! That was 
made by Vulcan himself to guard the armory. Nobody could destroy it.” Her 
forehead creased with worry lines. “Someone pretty powerful is behind all this.” 

“Mom, I was even able to cut a few fingers off the armor.” 

“Once it’s severed, its strength is lost. But...why would you do that?” 

“Forget that. The armory was looted. Almost everything was gone. And two 
people came in. One was Stoney Rayson, if you can believe it, and I couldn’t tell 
who the other was, but I think it was Ugry. They’re planning on taking over 
Alypium, Aorth, and Ashona. They said when certain kids won the contests, 
Rock Rayson being one of them, they would have the scepters and then they 
would be unstoppable.” 

June put her hand over her mouth. “Tell King Piter. He has to know about 
this.” 

“Mom. King Piter is no help. Who else can I tell?” 

June pursed her lips and stared at the ceiling. She pounded her bed. “I don’t 
know. Erec, you need to win the contests. I know you can. That would ruin their 
plan...whoever’s plan it is.” 

“Thanks for the confidence, but—” 

“No. You can do it. And try to find King Piter’s scepter. It’s very powerful. 
Maybe you could get it somehow and fix him with it.” 

“King Piter doesn’t carry a scepter.” 

“What? He would never let it out of his sight.” She stood up and started 
pacing the room. “This isn’t good. Try to find it. I’d warn Queen Posey about the 
armory...but we don’t know who she’s listening to.” June shook her head. “Have 
you talked to Hecate Jekyll about the other ingredients?” 

“Tt’s no go. She looked like she might give me some, but when I mentioned 
grain alcohol, she changed her mind.” 

“Its okay, it’s not her fault. PII tell you how to break into her storerooms. 
It’s not hard, just don’t be seen. In the back of the kitchens there is a round metal 
plate in the floor, inscribed with an eye. Whisper into it...hmm, let’s see. She 
used a silly phrase. Oh, yes. ‘One eye sees all.’ The plate will move and under it 
will be a hole with a ladder into the storerooms. Everything is alphabetized. 


“Put the ingredients in a glass jar, but don’t drop it. You could blow up the 
east wing. Bring it straight to your room and hide it somewhere safe.” She put 
her head in her hands. “I can’t believe I’m asking you to get explosives. I must 
be crazy.” 

“Don’t worry, Mom. Pl be careful.” 

June sighed. “Have you found someone with the MagicNet to get the eagle 
feather and lion hairs?” 

“Yes, some boys have it here.” 

“Good. And the horseshoe?” 

“The boys have horses.” 

“Great.” She looked relieved. “When is the third contest?” 

“Monday. I’ll get the ingredients from the storeroom tomorrow.” 

“Be careful,” June said. “There’s a full moon tomorrow night.” 

“Does that matter?” 

June shrugged. “Probably not. Funny things sometimes happen, though.” 

“Mom, how many people can see me when my vanishing cap is on?” 

“You have a vanishing cap? Perfect. Nobody could see you with it on.” 

“Nobody? Ugry can.” 

“Balthazar? He doesn’t have that kind of power. It would be an unusual 
power, anyway.” 

“But he can.” Erec sighed. “I better go. P1 check in later.” 

Erec took his glasses off. “Ugry’s powers must have grown since my mother 
lived here.” 

“He’s getting more evil,” said Bethany. “We better warn Queen Posey about 
his plans.” 

“You don’t know her. She’s really powerful. My mom’s not sure what she’s 
up to. Plus, she’s suspicious of me because of that dumb Identdetector.” 

“Well, I don’t see that we have a choice,” Bethany said. “Someone that can 
do something has to know about this.” She stood on the wall, jumped over the 
pool cues, and balanced on the built-in wooden bookshelves. 

“True. But how do you suggest we tell her? ‘Um, Queen Posey, while we 
were hiding in the armory stealing gunpowder, we overheard Ugry and Rayson 


plotting.’” 
Bethany walked on the bookshelves like they were balance beams. “No. Just 
say, ‘Queen Posey—’” In an instant, a torrent of water dumped from the air onto 


Bethany. She slipped and fell onto the bookcases. The downpour continued, as if 
from a tidal wave. Bethany coughed and sputtered under the torrents, looking 


around desperately. 

Water splattered Erec and started to fill the room, covering his shoes. For 
some reason, it only poured on Bethany. Erec looked for a source, and was 
surprised to see it was the pool table top. In fact, the entire green surface of the 
pool table was replaced by water, endless water, falling straight on Bethany. 

Erec reached in to grab her from the avalanche, but her foot was caught. Her 
hand covered her face, but water flew from all directions. Erec hoped she could 
breathe. He yanked until her foot pulled loose. In an instant the water stopped. 
The pool table’s surface was flat and green. 

Bethany sat, coughing, on the edge of a bookcase. The water in the room 
was up to their knees. “Did...she do that to me?” Her eyes were red and a little 
more water poured from them. “A piece of the ocean came down out of 
nowhere.” 

“Not out of nowhere.” Erec pointed at the pool table hanging on what used 
to be the floor, but now functioned as a wall, over Bethany. “What made it start 
and stop, though?” 

Bethany looked up. “It started when I tripped on a bookshelf, and it fell in. 
My shoe got stuck. Then it stopped when I got out. Maybe the shelf flipped back 
again.” 

“Huh?” 

“That’s exactly when it started.” Bethany crawled over the wooden shelves, 
pulling on boards near where she fell. Suddenly, a bathtub-sized gush dropped 
on her and then immediately stopped. “I found it! Look—there are wavy lines on 
the wood behind this shelf. It looks like a water symbol, marking this spot. This 
little shelf folds right up then back again.” She sat down. “Only, why in the 
world would someone want something like this here? Look, the room is ruined.” 

“Maybe it worked differently before the castle was on its side. The water 
might not have dumped out.” 

Bethany stared up at the pool table, shivering. Her pockets were black from 
gunpowder. They stacked card tables on chairs and climbed from the room. 

“T hope the mess won’t ruin the walls,” Bethany said. 

Erec shrugged at the huge mess. “Someone will probably fix it with a spell.” 

They trudged back to the dormitories leaving a trail of water behind them. 


Bethany was happily eating ambrosia in the cafeteria with Jack when Erec came 
to breakfast the next morning. When Jack went for seconds, Erec whispered, “I 


had enough gunpowder, luckily. Was yours—” 

“Ruined.” 

Balor and Damon Stain were sitting across the room with Rock Rayson and 
Ward Gamin. “Pll be back.” Erec walked over to them. 

“Look who’s here.” Balor laughed. “We’re slumming today. You actually eat 
this stuff?” He pointed at a mound of ambrosia. 

Erec shrugged. “Can I use your MagicNet today?” 

“Yeah, let’s go now. I’m outta here.” Balor shoved his tray forward, 
ambrosia and nectar untouched. “We’ll get room service. C’mon.” Damon, 
Ward, and Rock stood, grumbling. Balor looked at Erec. “You got money? 
*Cause you’re not bumming any off me.” 

“Shoot, no,” said Erec. “Wait here. I’ll be right back.” 

“Hear that, boys?” Balor grinned. “Old one-eye has to go get money from 
his little dorm cell.” He grinned at Erec. “We’ll walk slow. If you catch up, you 
can come.” 

Erec swallowed his anger and ran to his dorm room, where he stuffed his 
pockets with gold, silver, and bronze. When he tore back, Balor and his friends 
were climbing into the castle. Erec followed them to the south wing. He wished 
he had a charge card so he could buy things on the computer. Maybe he could 
use Balor’s and pay him back with the gold. 

“Come see where the big boys live,” said Balor. “Guest quarters on the 
second floor. The whole Super A Team stayed here last night. We had dinner 
with them. A real feast,” he said, smirking. They climbed to an ornate hallway 
with chandeliers and plush plum carpeting. 

“Did you hear the game room flooded yesterday?” Ward asked. “Real mess. 
All King Piter’s fault, I’m sure. This place is in rotten shape.” 

Erec winced. “Did they get it cleaned up?” 

“Why wouldn’t they?” Ward said nastily. Erec had the urge to warn him that 
he better not get too comfy. His friends were supposed to win the scepters, and 
he would be “gotten rid of.” 

Balor swung around. “I have a great idea. Fair trade. You use my MagicNet, 
and I get to try out those glasses of yours.” 

Erec’s hand flew to the glasses hanging on his chest. He remembered his 
mother said nobody could take them off of him. He hoped she was right. “Well, 
first P1 use the MagicNet, and then you can try to take these off me. If you can 
take them, you can try them on.” 

“Excellent.” Balor seemed satisfied. “I always like a challenge.” They 


entered a huge, plush room with an eight-foot screen set into one wall. The beds 
looked twice as big and fluffy as the ones in the dormitories. Low, foam-stuffed 
chairs with joysticks on their arms sat around the screen for playing video 
games. A maid was straightening the room. 

“Out, servant. Out!” Balor roared at the maid. “Can’t you see we’re here?” 
She looked flustered and apologized several times as she ran out the door. Balor 
laughed. “They’re like deer in the headlights.” 

Ward rolled his eyes. Damon stared dumbly at the screen, goofy gray 
stocking cap still on his head. “I wanna play Jackknife,” he said. “Let’s play 
Jackknife.” 

“All in good time, Damon. First our new friend here wants to get on the 
MagicNet.” Balor snapped his fingers. His and Damon’s names appeared on the 
large screen and the room darkened slightly. 

Damon mumbled, “...Jackknife...” 

“Do you know your site, or do you want to do a search?” Balor asked. 

It looked like all four of them were going to watch. Erec hoped he could hide 
that he’d never used the MagicNet before. “I’ll search.” Erec put his hands in his 
pockets, trying to look casual, but his pockets were so full of coins they stuck 
out stiffly. 

“Search,” Balor called out and snapped his fingers. 

A young woman’s face with dark hair pulled in a tight bun, appeared. “Yes?” 
She looked out from the screen. 

Balor nodded toward Erec, opening a hand in his direction. The woman on 
the screen looked impatient. “I need three lion hairs,” Erec said. 

“Lion hairs.” The woman nodded briskly and the screen split into eight 
boxes, a different person framed in each. A box at the bottom of the screen said, 
“Next eight of forty-six.” 

Balor crossed his arms and tilted his head, obviously interested. “Eight on 
one all right?” 

“Uh-huh,” said Erec. From each box a person shouted, pedaling their wares, 
except in one of the lower boxes, where a woman with long gray hair and a tall 
feathered hat was sound asleep. 

A woman’s face with a black pointed hat and a crooked nose nearly filled 
screen one. She waved a few brown hairs toward Erec. “These’ll do ya. Straight 
from the jungles of Kenya. Only eight shires, but for you, seven shires and five 
gands.” She winked at Erec. 

A thin man with a slick mustache in the box next to her jingled a small bag 


before the screen. “Alpha lion’s mane hairs. Best you can buy. One gold ring. 
You won’t do any better.” 

Everyone was talking at once. Erec glanced at Balor, who watched him 
expectantly. If only he knew how to do this. The woman with the pointed hat 
produced a little jar and rattled it. “Tiger claws...eagle talons...I’ve got it all.” 

Erec heard one of the vendors shout the word “certified.” He wished he 
knew who was reputable. “Which of you are...certified?” 

Most of the screen vendors immediately whisked papers in front of their 
faces. The others appeared to be searching madly around them but finally gave 
up and shrugged. Erec pointed at the screen numbered five, one that had a 
certificate, whatever that was worth. “Number five, how much?” 

The young, dark-skinned man on screen five straightened up and held a 
small vial. “For three certified lion hairs I can give you a deal for nine silver 
shires. Of course, it would usually cost a ring and several shires—” 

“Lion’s mane?” 

“Of course.” He looked insulted. 

“Do you have an eagle feather?” Erec asked. “Certified?” 

The man searched around himself frantically and then pulled an envelope 
from somewhere. “Pure ostrich tail feathers.” 

“T need an eagle feather,” Erec said. 

Several hands waved long brown and white feathers before them. “Right 
here!” “Over here! Genuine eagle feather! Only the finest.” 

Erec pointed to the woman with the pointed hat. “Number one. Is your eagle 
feather certified?” 

“Of course.” She wore a smug grin. 

“How much?” 

Her eyes darted to the side. “One gold ring and six shires.” 

Immediately her competitors started shouting, “One ring, two shires.” “One 
ring, even!” 

“Oh, all right,” the woman with the pointed hat huffed. “One ring, one shire, 
five gands.” 

Erec said, “Okay, then.” 

“Aren’t you even going to ask where they sell from? I only see two company 
names listed,” Balor said. 

Erec noticed for the first time that two vendors had a small box at the tops of 
their screens, one saying “Potion Portions,” and the other saying “The 
Beastiary.” Why bother asking what companies they were with? Erec would not 


have heard of them anyway. A few vendors shouted out names in response to 
Balor, others ignored him. 

“Have any recommendations?” Erec asked Balor. 

Balor shrugged. “You’re right. They’re all sleazy little off-brand shops 
anyway. It’s okay. We know where they live.” He narrowed his eyes. “You can’t 
imagine what we did to a vendor who cheated us once.” 

A few vendors shrank back and looked like they were changing their minds 
about the sale. Quickly, Erec said, “Eagle feather—number one. Lion hairs— 
number five.” 

The woman and man in one and five smiled brightly, and the rest of the 
vendors left their screens, grumbling. Erec waited for them to ask how they 
should bill him. 

“Well,” said Balor, “go pay them, already. You’re not expecting me to foot 
the bill.” He laughed and looked at his friends, eyebrows up. 

Erec had no clue how to proceed. Everyone was watching him, waiting. Go 
pay them. What did that mean? 

“Tt’s okay, boy,” said the woman in the pointed hat. “Why, he’s just had a 
bad experience, that’s all. It happens to all of us. Someone grabbed me by the 
throat once. If I didn’t have help here I could’ve had my head pulled through, 
and that would’ve been it for me.” She shuddered. 

“Oh, that’ll calm him down, all right,” said the man in square five. “Come 
here, boy. It’s okay.” Erec walked to screen five, while Balor and his friends 
snickered. The man’s hand with the vial of lion hairs stuck through the screen 
into the room. Erec stared at it in shock. The hand looked as real as his own. 

Erec reached into a pocket and counted out nine silver coins. “Is this right?” 

The man looked kindly at Erec. “A little slow, are you? Yes, that’s fine.” He 
took the silver coins and gave the vial to Erec. “Do you want a receipt?” 

“No, thanks.” Erec found a gold coin with a hole, hoping that was a gold 
ring, and another silver coin. He held it out to the woman. 

She looked at him critically. “I’m not going any lower. I need five gands as 
well.” 

There was only one other type of coin in Erec’s pocket, a bronze-colored 
coin. Erec counted five. 

“That’s a good boy.” The woman took the coins and handed Erec a long 
white eagle feather with a black tip in a plastic bag, followed by a certificate. 

Erec turned to see Balor’s smirk. “Afraid of the mean old vendors, are you?” 
Damon laughed in huge guffaws. 


“That’s a good boy,” snickered Ward. Rock laughed, pointing at Erec. 

“What are the lion hairs and eagle feather for?” Balor asked. “A courage 
potion?” 

“No, just a hobby.” 

“Aah. He has a hobby, boys. What are you using them for?” 

“Making explosions.” 

“Ooh. Very interesting. We like to do that sometimes too,” Balor said. 

“Yeah,” said Rock. “We may need your recipe...soon.” 

“Good point, Rock old man,” Balor said. “What’s the recipe?” 

Erec figured it wouldn’t hurt to mention a few ingredients. “Eagle feather, 
lion hairs, nitrowisherine, a little warthog essence...and five crumbled leaves.” 

“Leaves? What kind?” Rock asked. 

“Oak.” 

“And you swear by this?” Balor asked. 

“Not at all,” Erec said. “I’m just trying it out.” 

“Ward, write those down,” Balor said. “What are you going to blast?” 

Erec shrugged. “I don’t know yet.” He walked to the door. 

“Wait a minute,” Balor said. “I think you’re forgetting something. You owe 
me a little thing around your neck.” 

Erec turned. “Oh, yeah. Three tries to get it off, then I’m going.” 

Balor rubbed his hands together. He pointed a remote control at Erec and 
pressed a button. “Akamptos.” 

Erec suddenly felt cool and tight all over. It was hard to breathe. He tried to 
speak, but his mouth wouldn’t move. In fact, he couldn’t move at all. He was 
frozen stiff, feather and vial still in his hands. If someone poked his shoulder, he 
would have fallen flat onto his back. 

Balor swaggered to Erec. “I hope you didn’t think you could strong-arm me, 
son of the great sorcerer Mauvis Stain.” He lifted the glasses from Erec’s chest. 
“Maybe for all the effort I’Il have to keep these.” Balor tried to pull them over 
his head, but they stopped, immovable, at his chin. He yanked and pulled, but 
they would not budge. 

“Very tricky, Rick Ross.” Balor did not sound happy. He pushed his remote- 
control button. “Aeiro.” The glasses rose off Erec’s chest, but they hit the same 
barrier at his chin. Balor’s eyes blazed. He pushed harder and then stopped. 

Balor paced, stroking his chin. “Ideas, boys? Hmm...maybe gravity will do 
it.” He pushed his remote control button again. “Aeiro. Anastrepho.” 

The ground slipped from under Erec’s feet and the room started to rotate 


around him. The floor slid by to one side. Erec’s stomach lurched. He wondered 
if he could throw up, since he was still frozen. Soon he hung upside down in the 
air, his glasses hanging at chin level. Damon pounded on them, to no avail. 

Balor said, “I suppose we could cut his head off. That might work.” 

Damon giggled. “Let’s do it. Cut it off.” 

Ward smacked his forehead and plopped into a chair. Rock looked around 
the room. “How should we do it?” 

“We can all keep a secret here, right?” Balor asked. “I’m starting to want 
those glasses even more.” He pushed his remote control. “Apotemno.” 

A searing heat lurched through Erec’s neck. It grew until his skin burned, 
and then it faded. Balor kicked a chair across the room. 

Damon pulled a knife from his drawer. “P1 do it. PI do it.” He swung the 
knife at Erec’s ankle. The blade dug into Erec’s skin, causing him to cry out in 
pain. Damon pushed harder into Erec’s ankle, and sang, “I am cutting off his 
head, off his head, off his head. Brother is a little lamb...” 

“You bonehead,” Balor said. “That’s his foot.” 

Damon looked at Erec carefully and turned his head upside down. Then he 
swung with all his might. The knife stopped within an inch of Erec’s neck. 
Damon swung again and again, but an invisible wall kept stopping him. 

“He tricked us,” Balor spat. “Leave him hanging.” The four boys left the 
room. 

Erec was sure they would never let him down. They would probably keep 
trying to get the glasses until he starved or bled to death from his ankle. 

Blood pounded into his head. It was hard to breathe. At this rate they’d have 
the glasses soon because Erec was sure he wouldn’t last long. When he wasn’t 
thinking about dying upside down, he wondered about the explosive Balor was 
planning. He had a bad feeling about that, too. 

After the longest ten minutes of Erec’s life, Ward came back into the room. 
He pointed a remote control at Erec. “Anapalin.” 

Erec felt the room turn, gravity pulling at his side, then, finally, his feet. He 
took a deep breath and found he could move. 

“Get out of here, idiot,” Ward said. “I don’t want you making the room stink. 
I like to hang out in here.” 

“Thanks.” Erec went to the door and rested his hand on the knob. He looked 
back to see Ward glaring at him. He wanted to pay him back, somehow. “Be 
careful, Ward. There’s a plan to get rid of you so your friends will win the 
contests and you won’t.” 


Ward gaped at him in shock. “You jealous ingrate. I know who my friends 
are. You just want us to fight and destroy each other so you can win.” 

Erec merely shook his head. He’d tried to warn the guy. 

He went to the royal hospital to get his ankle bandaged, saying that he 
tripped on a sharp rock. Once he was back in his room, he put the eagle feather 
and lion hairs in a drawer with the drying gunpowder. Now for the storerooms. 
He only hoped his mother remembered the right password. 


Bethany was about to leave when Erec came into the cafeteria for lunch. “You 
look awful. Did you use Balor’s MagicNet?” 

“Uh-huh.” Erec told her what had happened. “I’m taking it easy this 
afternoon. Nighttime is better to go raid the storeroom anyway, right? Less 
people.” 

“There’s a band playing in the agora tonight. A lot of kids are going. Maybe 
the kitchens will clear out too.” 


CHAPTER THIRTEEN 


The Tribaffleon 


"THE FULL MOON shone down on the band, Medusa, as they strummed electric 
guitars and thumped around on the open-air stage in the agora. Erec and Bethany 
stayed for the first songs, “Born to Be Styled” and “Poppa Was a Stone.” They 
ate some imported chocolate rain from a place called Cinnalim, but they had to 
spit out the occasional bugs that were mixed in. 

When it grew dark, they strolled casually to the castle kitchens. They were 
nearly empty, with some lights off. A few maids and cooks scuttled through, 
getting their bags. Bethany asked a cook if Hecate Jekyll was coming back. 

“In an hour or so. Can I get you something?” 

“No, thanks.” Bethany smiled like a little angel and the cook walked off. 
“Okay, let’s get to work.” They searched the back of the kitchens, looking under 
racks and bags of flour. “Look! Here it is.” Bethany pointed at a round plaque, 
about three feet wide, on the floor. A closed eye was carved into it. “That’s got to 
weigh”—she closed her eyes—“sixty-eight pounds, judging the diameter and 
cubic weight of iron.” 

Erec’s eyes widened in shock. “How do you know that?” 

Bethany blushed. “I just like math.” 

He whispered into the plaque, “One eye sees all.” 

In an instant, the carved eye opened wide, and the thick metal slid across the 
floor. Under it, a ladder led into a lit pit. Erec pulled the ingredient list from his 
pocket and put his vanishing cap on. Ugry would kick him out if he saw him 
wearing it, but if he was caught in the storeroom, it was all over anyway. 

“TIl wait up here,” Bethany said. “If someone’s coming, I’ll...drop this salt 
shaker down the hole.” 

Erec climbed down the long ladder into a narrow room. He hoped the plaque 
would not shut over his head. Everything imaginable was packed on shelves in 
bags, jars, and vials, with labels like “dried toad skin,” “mouse antlers,” “cricket 
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breath,” and “eye of newt.” 

Wolfsbane was easy to find in the W section. Erec stuffed six big handfuls of 
the torn rounded leaves and yellow flowers into the bag he brought. On a nearby 
shelf he saw a glass jar in the shape of a woman, labeled “spirits.” Curiosity got 
the better of him. He unscrewed its lid, which flew from his hands. Four white, 
vaporous figures shot from the jar, each thanking Erec profusely before they 
flew away and vanished. Erec put it back carefully. Somebody would not be 
happy about that. Still, it seemed better that they were free. 

He found the grain alcohol, but he realized he forgot to bring a glass jar. 
Instead, he poured it into a bag, tied the top, and set it down. The nitrowisherine 
was in a dark, round glass jar. Rancid-smelling gas steamed from the top. He 
carefully put one drop into a plastic bag. 

The liquid sizzled through the plastic and fell to the floor. The room shook 
with a loud explosion. Erec was thrown onto the shelves behind him. His ribs 
hurt, but somehow no jars fell off and broke. He supposed a spell protected 
them. 

Erec wished he had brought three glass jars. All of a sudden, three glass jars 
appeared on the floor. How the heck did that happen? 

Bethany stuck her head down the hole. “Are you okay? I heard a little noise 
and the ground shook.” 

“A little noise? It was a blast,” Erec said. “The storeroom must be 
soundproofed.” 

“What happened?” 

“The nitrowisherine burned through the bag and exploded. Then I wished I 
had brought glass jars and they appeared. I think this stuff gave me my wish!” 

“Drop another drop on the floor when you’re done, and wish us safely back 
in the dormitory,” said Bethany. 

“Good idea. I wish I could get out of here now.” Erec counted ten drops of 
nitrowisherine into a glass jar, five drops of warthog essence into another, and 
poured the grain alcohol from the now seriously leaking bag into the third. He 
grabbed the jars and the bag of wolfsbane and dropped a droplet of 
nitrowisherine on the floor. 

The blast threw him back into the shelves and rang in his ears. “I wish 
Bethany and I were back in the dormitory with our ingredients, and the plaque 
was back in place.” 

In a flash Erec was in the dormitory entrance with Bethany, his bag, and 
three jars. He grinned. “I should have gotten more of that stuff.” He grabbed the 


bag and a jar, and Bethany took the other two. 

They found Oscar panting heavily outside of their room, his back on the 
door. Jack stood next to him looking stunned. 

“What’s up?” Erec asked. 

The fear in Oscar’s eyes changed to an angry squint. “Oh, nothing. It’s just 
your dog, Erec. I think you need to have a talk with him. He’s gotten a little out 
of hand today.” 

Erec heard a gurgling, panting growl. He opened the door. 

“No! Don’t go in there!” Jack shouted, but Erec was already inside. His dog 
had grown to twice his regular size. He stood on his hind legs, so he was taller 
than Erec. Erec recognized his gold collar and blue eyes, but otherwise he 
looked completely different—bulging muscles, a crazed look in his eye, and a 
frothing mouth with huge fangs. 

The beast backed away from Erec, whining, into the corner of the room. 
Erec had never seen his dog look afraid, and it was odder now that he looked so 
fierce. When he came closer, the now hideous dog winced. 

“Tt’s okay, boy. I know. You’re sick or something, right?” 

Jack said, “Erec, be careful. He’s a wenwolf. It’s the full moon.” 

The moon gleamed in from the window. Erec stepped closer and the 
wenwolf yelped, pawing at the air to keep Erec away. 

“We have to get you out of here.” Erec looked around. The sheets were 
shredded. Scratch marks covered the walls and door. Erec reached to grab his 
wolf dog’s collar, but his head dove into the corner. It sounded like he was 
crying. 

Oscar and Jack watched in shock. “I don’t get it,” Oscar said. “When I 
walked in, he tried to kill me. I barely escaped.” 

Jack shook his head. “He’s crying, ‘Go away.’ Poor thing. He must be 
ashamed for you to see him like this.” 

Bethany’s arms were crossed, a twisted smile on her face. “Erec, you better 
come out here, and bring your bag.” 

“What is it?” He shut the door. 

“You three take our room tonight. Melody and I can bunk with friends down 
the hall. The dog will be fine in the morning.” 

“That dog needs to be destroyed,” said Oscar. “He lunged at me. If I hadn’t 
left the door open for Jack—” 

“No,” said Bethany. “It’s Erec’s pet. You can’t tell on him. We’ll keep him 
tied up somewhere for the next full moon. The contests should be over by then 


anyhow. Just think, wouldn’t it be great to have your own wenwolf? He could 
be...useful.” 

Oscar shrugged and mumbled to himself. 

As they walked, Bethany whispered, “The reason he didn’t attack you was 
not because you’re his master. Think about what you were holding.” She pointed 
to the bag stuffed with wolfsbane. 

Wenwolf, Erec thought. Wolfsbane. This place got crazier every day he was 
here. 


The next morning Erec’s room was a mess. His dog, now his usual self, was 
asleep on the floor, tangled in a sheet. Erec rubbed his head. “Rest up, Wolfboy.” 
It seemed like a good name now. He cleaned the room and changed for the third 
contest. 

The crowd behind the maze was smaller now. Other kids gathered nearby to 
watch. 

The wind tousled Spartacus Kilroy’s light brown hair and blue cape. Umpee 
checked Erec off—‘“Rick Ross”—and stuck the number seventy-five on his 
back. 

Kilroy blew his whistle. “There should be ninety-three of you, but we only 
have eighty today, so there will be just forty winners. I hear a few were 
discouraged because their inquizzles said they would not be final winners.” He 
looked disturbed by this thought. “That was not the intention of that prize. A few 
others were upset by things that happened to the winners and have dropped out.” 
He shook his head. “I want to assure you, the judges are aware of the situation. 
You will be perfectly safe from here out.” 

Erec was happy that Ugry was nowhere in sight. At least he felt safe for the 
moment. 

“The third contest,” continued Kilroy, “is the Tribaffleon. It is made up of 
three parts, with separate scores. We will start with the sword pull. I do not 
expect many to accomplish this. Perhaps none will. But if you do it, you will get 
a hundred points. 

“Next is a timed race. You must ride a creature across a track. To make this 
more difficult, and in some cases safer, the creatures are babies. Since there are 
eighty of you, the first across the line will get eighty points, then seventy-nine, 
down to one. 

“The final part is individually judged.” Kilroy held up a rippled, uneven urn, 


riddled with pockmarks. It looked like it was molded from black mud. “This is a 
nocked urn, made just for our contest. Each of you will draw a paper from it. It 
will give you a specific test that will use your inborn magical gifts. Don’t worry. 
If you are afraid you have not inherited anything, the nocked urn will discover 
something in you, even if it is small. You will be observed and scored from zero 
to one hundred.” 

Erec wondered what the nocked urn would find that he could do. Eat? Sleep? 
Tame crazy dogs? 

The crowd followed Olive Umpee to form lines behind four stone anvils. 
Umpee and Rayson counted twenty kids to a line. Balor and his friends were at 
the end of the line on the right so Erec swerved to the left. 

Stoney Rayson clapped his hand onto Erec’s and Bethany’s shoulders, and 
steered them to the right behind Rock. “Nice glasses, kid.” He winked. A girl 
lined up behind Bethany, and Rayson said, “That’s twenty. The lines are full.” 

Balor turned around. A slick smile spread over his face. “This is your lucky 
day, Rick Ross. You’re in the winning line. That’s good. I want to keep you 
around here a while longer.” 

Erec remembered hanging upside down in the air, Balor and Damon trying 
to chop his head off. He gritted his teeth, but he didn’t reply. 

Rayson said, “These stones will release their swords only into the hands of a 
worthy king or queen. They are from the druids of Ireland—top-quality spells.” 

Erec watched as kids yanked and pulled until they were blue. The going was 
slow: Everyone thought one more hard pull might do it. Nobody was getting the 
swords out. 

When it was Balor’s turn, he pulled a remote control from his pocket and 
mumbled something. It grew a point, and small metal spikes shot from its sides. 
He slid it down the back of the sword. Stoney Rayson’s arm slipped around 
Olive Umpee, and he turned her so they were facing away, Rayson pointing in 
the distance. 

Balor’s remote control shook, and bits of stone flew in all directions. One hit 
the boy at the next stone in the forehead. Balor stopped and waved to him. 
“Sorry. I think I’m getting it here.” 

The boy turned away and pulled harder, not to be outdone. Balor dug deeper 
into the rock, splitting it nearly in two. Finally, he yanked the sword from the 
broken stone. The remote control changed back and Balor slid it in his pocket. 
He waved the sword triumphantly over his head. 

“Did you see that?” Bethany whispered. “We should turn him in.” 


“Rayson’s the judge. Little luck we’d have,” Erec said. 

Rayson charged over. “A winner! Balor Stain! A young man worthy to be 
king! Great job, boy.” He marked a score on his list. Balor slid the sword into the 
stone and sauntered away. 

Damon walked up next, and in one yank pulled the loose sword out. He held 
it over his head with a goofy grin and did a dance. “Another winner,” Rayson 
shouted. “Of course, another one of the Stain triplets. Equally worthy.” 

Ward faked pulling for a while before he easily slid the sword free. Rayson 
sounded shocked. “Another winner? Well, birds of a feather...” 

Rock gave a few fake pulls and lifted the sword high. His father made a big 
fuss. “And look at that. I guess hero lines run in the family, eh? My Rock, a 
worthy king...” 

Erec was next. He tugged gently and the sword slid from the broken anvil. It 
looked like the stone opened a bit wider as he pulled. He held it up. 

Rayson smiled. “Name?” 

“Rick Ross.” Rayson nodded as Erec put the sword back. Bethany and the 
girl after her pulled it out as well, with envious looks from the other kids. 

In the east lawn, a pen overflowed with baby animals of all types. They were 
mostly strange creatures Erec had never seen. Rayson joined Kilroy in handing 
creatures to each kid. 

Kilroy grabbed what looked like three one-eyed horses held together by a 
bar. “Triclops.” He handed the bar to Erec. “Oh, hi. Good luck.” 

The leathery skin coating the bar blended with the skin of the three horses. 
They moved in tandem around the bar: one leaping up, back legs on the ground, 
one in midair, and one landing, front legs on the ground, at all times, like a 
carousel. 

Bethany was given a mynaraptor, a huge bird that looked like an enormous 
duck with fat ostrich legs and a sharp beak. It was the perfect size for her to ride, 
her feet sticking out over its broad back. The bird talked nonstop. “And when I 
was born, that was a month ago, there was a giant hailstorm. My momma says 
that makes me special. I know a lot for only being here a month. My momma 
says I’m very smart...” Bethany patted its downy head, unable to get a word in 
edgewise. 

Balor Stain and Rock Rayson sat atop white winged horses. Damon and 
Ward rode funny creatures that looked like waist-high ants. Pincers waved 
around their crablike heads, sharp teeth filled their round mouths, and an eye 
stared from the center of their faces. 


“Ginglehoffers!” Bethany laughed. “I can’t imagine they’ll control those.” A 
few other kids had baby ginglehoffers as well, quickly discovering they had to 
be held by their heads or they would bite. 

Everybody lined up with their baby animals. Bethany’s bird was still talking: 
“and that’s why I like tulips better than roses. My great-grand aunt was named 
Tulip. She was famous for her fish recipes. Her husband Borick was friends with 
some of King Piter’s plants...” 

Oscar sat on a huge rabbit, holding its floppy ears. He laughed at a girl 
sitting cross-legged on a plodding tortoise. 

The race was a straight shot, a third of a mile to the finish line. Kilroy blew 
his whistle. Balor and Rock cantered by on their white horses, which took wing 
and were at the finish line almost immediately. Damon and Ward were close 
behind. They held marshmallows on fishing lines in front of the ginglehoffers’ 
faces. Erec shook his head. Of course they would be perfectly prepared. The 
ginglehoffer in the MONSTER race loved marshmallows. 

Erec sat on the middle horse body and shouted, “Go,” kicking its sides. The 
three-part animal slowly loped onto the field. Each horse stayed in the air an 
amazingly long time between its funny galloping steps. Erec felt like he was on a 
merry-go-round, but at least he moved forward. 

All around, animals ran in circles or didn’t move at all. A few walked back 
toward the starting line. Some kids were thrown and were left sitting in the dirt 
searching for their creatures. Oscar, on the huge baby rabbit, hopped wildly 
around the field, stopping here and there at patches of clover. The girl on the 
tortoise plodded slowly past him. 

Bethany was engaged in deep conversation with her bird. They had not 
moved from the starting line. Erec shouted, “Go! Faster!” into the ears of his 
triclops and slapped its side. It moved a little faster. At least it was going in the 
right direction. 

After he was almost across the field, he looked back to see Bethany and her 
mynaraptor still at the starting line, the great bird talking nonstop. All of a 
sudden, it spread its wings and flew over the field. At the finish line she slid off 
its back and grabbed it by the head, pulling it down to land. Erec crossed the line 
after her. 

Umpee marked their names. “Bethany Evirly, twenty-two. Rick Ross, 
twenty-three.” The girl on the tortoise came in soon after. 

Jack, pale and greenish, fell off of his Dervish Toad, which happened to spin 
across the finish line. He looked like he might throw up. The toad had whirled so 


fast around the field it had been hard to see him. After Jack fell off, the Dervish 
Toad continued its wild ride onto the track, knocking kids off their animals. 

Oscar’s rabbit sat in a clover patch, midfield. He was trying to drag it by the 
ears without much luck. “What happened with your mynaraptor?” Erec asked. 

“Tt wouldn’t shut up. I begged and yelled at it, but it kept babbling.” 

“How did you get it to fly>?” 

Bethany rolled her eyes. “It kept talking about how it knew everything about 
the castle, the king, Alypium...Imagine, it was just a baby! I finally said, ‘I bet 
you don’t know about that clock tower.’ It somehow heard me, and went on with 
crazy stories about the clock tower, probably made up. So I said, ‘I bet you can’t 
fly there.’ And it did! It would have kept going if I hadn’t jumped off and pulled 
its head down. 

“That bird said the king has ‘plants’—spies, I guess—and that Balthazar 
Ugry has been trying for years to figure out how to get the plants to talk to him 
now that King Piter is sick. But then it said Ugry was a decent man and talked 
about pink potatoes and how it would eventually grow twenty feet tall. I don’t 
think it knows up from down.” 

A line formed at the nocked urn. Only two contestants could be tested at 
once, they were told. Melody was next in line. Her tight black hair curled around 
the warm, deep brown skin of her face. She drew a card from the green vapor in 
the urn. 

“Play a song,” she read. She sat in the grass, a smile sliding across face, and 
slid her top leg over the lower one. As she did, a beautiful melody filled the air. 
The sound was like a violin, but deeper, with sadness and happiness woven into 
the music. The crowd hushed, enchanted. When it seemed it could be no more 
perfect, Melody rubbed her forearms together. A new, strange, sweet sound, like 
an oboe, joined the other to make the most beautiful refrain Erec had ever heard. 
She popped her lips open and shut, adding sparkling percussion, and 
occasionally tilted her head in a chord flourish. 

Bethany had tears in her eyes when the song ended. “Oh, Melody...I didn’t 
know you could do that.” Melody shrugged shyly. Spartacus Kilroy and Queen 
Posey gave her a score of ninety-eight. 

A boy had to leap over a fountain, but he splashed in at the back and got a 
score of sixty-five. A girl was told to read Queen Posey’s mind. The queen 
conjured a book from the air, and the girl recited the words she read, but then 
went deeper and said, “How much longer will this drag on? I can’t sleep well 
here...What? This girl is getting into my thoughts. Stop! Enough!” The last 


word, “Enough!” was shouted by the girl and the queen at the same time. 

Erec wondered what Balor’s gift was. Hanging people upside down and 
trying to kill them? 

When Bethany reached into the smoking nocked urn, a roll of paper came 
out instead of a slip. It was so long, she looked like a magician pulling reels of 
tissue from a hat. Queen Posey and Spartacus Kilroy looked at each other in 
amazement. Bethany read from the top: “Break the code.” Strings of numbers 
filled the scroll. 

Erec’s heart sank. How could she ever do it? Bethany sat on the grass and 
smoothed the paper on the ground, gazing at it. A faint smile grew into a look of 
delight as she pored over the numbers. Then she laughed and held the paper up. 
As if in plain English, she read: 


DEEP IN THE GROUSY FOREST DEN, 

SYRINX, A TREE NYMPH, STAYED AWAY FROM MEN, 

ONLY WANDERING FROM SLITHERY CAVE, 

TO TEND HER TREES, WITH SPIRIT BRAVE. 

SHE CAREFULLY CREPT UNDER COVER OF TREES, 

TO HIDE FROM PAN, WHO WANTED TO PLEASE. 

FOR THE LOVE OF THIS CREATURE SHE COULD NOT BEAR, 
WITH HIS WILD WAYS, HORNS, AND GOATY HAIR. 

BUT ALAS, PAN FOUND HER, HE HAD WON, 

WITH HELP FROM HELIOS, THE SUN. 

SYRINX SAW PAN, IN A FLASH SHE FLED. 

HE CHASED HER TO THE RIVER BED. 

SHE WAS CORNERED BY A RIVER THAT RACED WITH SPEED, 
SO SHE TURNED HERSELF INTO A REED. 

BUT AFTER A CRY AND A SLEEP THAT WAS LONG, 

PAN HEARD SYRINX SING A SONG. 

THE REEDS WHISTLED HER LOVE FOR HIM BECAUSE, 
AFTER SHE CHANGED, SHE SAW PAN AS HE WAS. 

HIS LOOKS DIDN’T MATTER, HIS HEART SHOWED THROUGH, 
AS HER BEAUTY HAD CHANGED. NOW PLANT WISHED TO WOO. 
PAN GATHERED THE REEDS AND CUT STALKS WITH LOVE, 
HE MADE THE FIRST PAN PIPES, WHICH SANG LIKE A DOVE. 


Bethany grinned. Kilroy clapped. “Fantastic! Outstanding! Excellent gift.” 

Queen Posey looked skeptical. “How do we know she didn’t make that up? 
Or recite it from memory?” 

Bethany skipped over, holding the paper. “It’s easy. Each line is separated by 
a sequence of ten numbers. See? After the first line is one, four, nine, sixteen, 
twenty-five, thirty-six...the squares of one through ten. After the second line, 


those numbers are squared, see? One, sixteen, eighty-one, two hundred fifty-six. 
After the third line, those ten numbers are squared: one, two hundred fifty-six, 
six thousand five hundred sixty-one. Then in the first line of poetry, all of the 
letters are in relation to the letter A, except squared. A is zero, B is one, C is four, 
D is nine, C is sixteen. In the second line, it’s all in relation to B, except cubed. A 
is negative one, B is zero, C is one, D is eight, E is twenty-seven. It’s so great. I 
love this stuff. Then—” 

Queen Posey cleared her throat. “I think that is enough.” She suppressed a 
smile. “You are quite the mathematician. Have you had seer training yet?” 

“Seer training?” Bethany said, puzzled. 

“Of course, my dear. With your skills, you’ll be a fine seer someday. In fact, 
the only person I’ve met as excited about codes and numbers was Ruth Cleary, 
King Piter’s old AdviSeer. Maybe yov’ll work in my court someday. With your 
skills, you’ ll go far.” She glanced at Kilroy, who turned red. 

“AdviSeer Kilroy, you can read codes?” asked Bethany. “Are you a seer?” 

Kilroy stared at his feet. “No, never clicked, actually. King Piter was very 
kind to hire me anyway.” 

Bethany scored one hundred points. Melody ran over and gave her a hug. 
“How can you do that so fast?” 

“Tt’s hard to explain. Each number looks like a swirling color to me. They’re 
all different...” Bethany and Melody walked to the hillside with the others. 

Unfortunately, the girl judged by Ugry and King Pluto had just finished 
making a flower grow. Erec wanted to be judged by Kilroy and the queen, but 
King Pluto waved him over. 

Ugry glared stonily as Erec reached into the nocked urn. He was surprised 
how cold the green smoke was. He wiggled his fingers and a warm slip of paper 
appeared. Erec read aloud, “You will know what to do.” 

King Pluto leaned on his scepter, a patient smile on his face. Ugry’s cold 
Stare was so intense, Erec felt he was looking right through him. A bitter smell 
crept into Erec’s nose. The king cleared his throat. “Well, go ahead, boy.” 

What was he supposed to do? Announce Ugry’s plans to take over, and 
expose his treachery with the rhinoceros, the minotaur, and the attack fleas? 
Then again, King Pluto might be in on it as well, with his mother in Pluto’s 
dungeon. So who was he announcing it to? That is, unless his mother was a 
criminal. 

Suddenly, midthought, a cloudlike, unreal feeling hit Erec. His head spun 
and his stomach did the tango. Not now! He had to stay in control, not be forced 


to do something. Especially now. Dizziness made him stumble. 

A moment later, the cloudy thought arrived as usual: facts, a command. Look 
up. A huge boulder is dropping over your heads. Destroy it yourself with King 
Pluto’s scepter or you will be killed in seconds. 

Erec shook with anger and fear. There was no fighting this one. He pointed 
over King Pluto’s shoulder. “Look!” The terror and excitement in his voice were 
real. Pluto glanced back. Erec dove at the jeweled, golden scepter, knocking the 
king over. He landed on his back, scepter up, under the growing shadow of the 
boulder. 

The scepter was warm. It quivered. “Who are you?” A voice ringing in 
Erec’s head seemed to come from the scepter. “Well, I hope you know what 
you’re doing.” 

Erec shouted, “Explode!” The scepter shook. Surges of electricity coursed 
through his body and out through the scepter. It felt like he was holding a 
thundercloud. He wondered if he could keep holding on, but he knew he had to. 
His chest, arms, and the scepter became as one. It seemed that he would burst 
apart. 

A jet of blinding light rocketed through the shaft of the scepter. It struck the 
boulder, smashing it into fragments. As pebbles rained down all around them, 
Erec collapsed in the grass. 

King Pluto’s mouth hung open in shock. “Thank you.” He glanced up, as if 
expecting another boulder to fall. “You know, you could have just asked me to 
take care of the boulder.” He brushed himself off and winked. “But I guess that 
wouldn’t be much of a test. You must be an incredibly powerful boy.” Pluto 
picked up his scepter and examined it. “I’m supposed to be the only one able to 
use this.” He checked the score sheets. “Your name is Rick Ross?” 

Ugry’s expression narrowed into deep suspicion. A cold chill ran through 
Erec when their eyes met. “I’m not sure what gift he actually showed. Stealing?” 

King Pluto said, “Well, he knew the boulder was coming before anyone and 
knew what to do. And he also used my scepter. That’s two gifts, I think. Score 
one hundred, right, Balthazar?” 

Ugry nodded sourly. Erec backed away, stomach twisting. What had he just 
done? He had grabbed a king’s scepter and shot an incredible bolt of energy 
from it. Maybe he really was fit to rule this strange land. 


CHAPTER FOURTEEN 


Swamp Gas 


Forty WINNERS’ NAMES were posted behind the maze, Erec, Bethany, Melody, 
and Jack among them. Along with, of course, Balor, Damon, Rock, and Ward. 
Finding he had lost, Oscar threw an empty bottle of Flying Donkey Nectar 
against a signpost. “Stupid contest,” he muttered, walking away. “Who would 
want to waste their time being king, anyway?” 

Jack caught up with him. “Its all right, bud. None of us here will win in the 
end. It’s all for fun, really.” 

Oscar’s eyes were red, and he wiped them with the back of his hand. “Tell 
that to my dad. I can’t go home now. He’ll hate me. He’s been talking about me 
winning this for months—that is, the few times I’ve been back from boarding 
school. He’s already mad I haven’t gotten the basics in sorcery apprenticing.” 

Jack comforted him as they walked away. “Just stay awhile. We’ll tell him 
you lost at the very end.” 

After eating, Erec felt better. The more he thought about the scepter, the 
frightening, painful surges of electricity began to seem like nothing. Only the 
memory of its fantastic power remained. He wanted to feel it again. Maybe if he 
won the contests he could have his own. 

Kilroy nervously handed out prizes while Ugry and King Pluto stood nearby. 
“The next contest is the Sea Search, Thursday morning at ten behind the maze. 
Queen Posey says you may bring a magical item.” 

“Is it worth taking a prize?” Bethany stood on her toes to see what they 
were. “If not fleas, what next?” Other winners seemed to be thinking the same 
thing. A few refused prizes and walked away. 

Kilroy held up something that looked like a flashlight and turned it on. “I’ve 
checked these out. No fleas. These are Magiclights. Hard to see here in daylight, 
but these beauties put out a ray of light that will stay. When you turn it 
somewhere else, light stays there, too. You can color a whole room with light, 


and it stays lit until you flip the switch off. They’re great for writing words in the 
dark; you can leave messages for friends.” He moved it in an arc and a fan of 
light hung in the air. 

Erec took one, curious about the thing. “Do they need batteries?” 

Kilroy laughed. “That’s funny. Isn’t that a Loser thing? A bulb that light 
shines from?” 

The Magiclight looked fine. No fleas or dangerous animals around. Erec had 
a funny feeling he would be needing it. 

Wolfboy jumped on Erec when he got back. After petting him, Erec 
switched on the Magiclight and wrote his name in the air. It hung there, glowing. 
Erec drew a circle around it and turned off the switch. The light disappeared at 
once. He put it with his Sneakers and money under his bed. 

At dinner Bethany said, “When should we tell Queen Posey about Ugry’s 
plot?” 

Something had changed Erec’s mind about telling Queen Posey, but he 
wasn’t sure what. It seemed like a mistake. “She wouldn’t believe us. I can tell 
she doesn’t trust me.” 

“TIl tell her, then,” said Bethany. “Somebody has to.” 

“Then what will she do? Confront Ugry? He’ll deny everything and we’|l get 
thrown out, or worse. Or maybe she’! tell King Pluto, and then we’re in bigger 
trouble.” 

“TIl take that chance,” Bethany insisted. “How can you let this whole world 
get destroyed by Ugry just to protect yourself? I thought you agreed with me.” 

“T don’t know.” Erec tried to think of a good reason but couldn’t. “All I 
know is my mom said I could stop Ugry by winning myself. That would ruin his 
plans. I’d have one of the scepters.” Wondrous thoughts filled Erec’s mind: the 
power, the perfection, the magic at his fingertips. The boulder exploding into 
crumbling pebbles at his command. Yes, having his own scepter was the answer. 

That was it. The scepter. Something about using it today had changed his 
mind. He wanted to solve the problem on his own. Who needed a corrupt king or 
untrustworthy queen to help? The power he commanded earlier had been his, he 
was sure, with some help, of course. Hadn’t King Pluto said he was powerful? 
He could do it alone. 

“Well,” said Bethany, “if you could win all the contests, and you actually did 
get a scepter, it would still leave them with two—probably enough to do an 
awful lot of damage. That’s saying, of course, that you beat Balor, Damon, Ward, 
and Rock, on top of all of their cheating.” Bethany crossed her arms, unhappy he 


had changed his mind. 

She was right. But still Erec wanted that scepter. “We can tell Queen Posey 
later, as soon as we lose,” he said. “Maybe by then we’ll know who to trust. 
Ugry’s not doing anything until the contests are over.” 

“Except unloading the entire armory with Rich Rayson.” 

“That’s already done,” Erec said. 

“Well, who knows what else they’re doing! The queen might need time to 
get ready to fight back.” 

“T bet she’d go right to King Pluto. Why wouldn’t she? And he might be in 
on it.” 

Bethany considered that possibility. “Kilroy seems like a good guy. We 
could tell him.” 

“Yeah. Or maybe Hecate Jekyll.” 

“She’s nice, but she’s only the head cook. She probably couldn’t do much.” 

Erec shrugged. “I have to get the horseshoe tonight. It’s the last thing I need 
for the formula. I’m going to take one from Balor’s aniball horse. You want to 
come?” 

“T do, but Melody promised me a concert after dinner. Can you wait?” 

“Sure. Knock when you’re ready.” 


It was dark when Erec and Bethany set out for the stables. He hoped the aniball 
horses would be there, or any horses. The door was ajar and lights were on. 
Straw covered the floor, and unusual animals strolled through pens, a few 
tethered to the walls. 

Erec heard voices and laughter. He ducked, crouching behind the open door. 
Balor and Damon Stain were inside with Rock Rayson and Ward Gamin. 

Balor was laughing. “These beauties are fit for kings. Imagine, flying our 
dragon horses, fire blasting from their nostrils, burning up everyone against us, 
waving our scepters...” 

Rock’s voice was solemn. “Yeah, except one of us won’t be king. There can 
only be three. I wonder which three.” 

“Whoever’s the best.” Ward’s voice sounded confident. 

“Put on that goofy coat of yours and take a walk,” Balor said. “I personally 
don’t care, since I know Pll be king. Anyway, the fourth can be my AdviSeer.” 

Rock said, “My dad said the kings can’t keep the scepters. The big guy gets 
them, and he’ll be in charge over us.” 


“That’s what he thinks,” said Balor. “But how’s he going to take them from 
us?” 

“By magic,” said Rock. “Because he can. Plus, he has the whole armory and 
powerful friends.” 

Balor sounded annoyed. “I’d like to try him one on one. Then we’d see. But 
all in good time. Right, boys? Anyway, only kings or queens can use their own 
scepters. So maybe he won’t be able to use them after we get them.” 

Ward said, “Well, some people can use them even if they aren’t kings. If 
they’re powerful enough. Did you see that Rick Ross kid use King Pluto’s 
scepter today?” 

“He thinks he’s hot stuff, using the scepter, escaping my trap, keeping his 
glasses from me. It’s about time we paid him back. I hope he gets a good night’s 
sleep tonight, right?” Balor laughed, and his friends joined him. “Let’s go.” 

Erec and Bethany jumped behind a bush as the four boys left the stable and 
flipped the lights off. When their footsteps were long gone, they crept inside. 

“Leave the light off. Someone could see.” Erec turned his Magiclight on and 
waved it, making broad fans of light that hung in the air. 

“Wow. That’s beautiful.” Bethany took it and drew shapes in the darkness. 
When animals walked through the rings and stripes, it looked like funny 
spotlights were on them. 

Bethany filled the air around the four black horses with light. Smoke came 
from their nostrils. One reared slightly on its hind legs, and two blue-black 
shimmering, scaled wings flew open. 

“Do those things even wear horseshoes?” Bethany asked. She shone light on 
their feet. Dark purple, shimmering scales covered their lower legs and deep 
silver glowed under their hooves. “I wouldn’t want to pry one of those off. We 
could get fried.” 

She spread a fan of light around the stable. White-winged horses filled the 
pens, but none of them wore shoes. A tool that looked like a stretched hammer 
sat near a stack of horseshoes that gleamed the same deep silver. “This must be 
how they put them on,” Erec said. “I could pull out nails with that end.” 

“Why don’t you take one of these?” Bethany picked up a horseshoe from the 
pile. 

“Tt has to be a used one.” Erec walked to one of the big black horses. It 
tossed its mane, eyes glowing red. Small jets of flame flashed from its nose. Erec 
spoke softly. “It’s okay. I’m just going to take a shoe off. It won’t hurt. Let’s see 
that foot.” 


Flames shot from the horse’s nostrils. Its wings flashed open, and it lightly 
kicked Erec’s chest. Erec flew back, winded, onto the straw. He caught his breath 
and tried another horse. “It’s okay, boy. I just need one shoe. Give me your foot. 
Real easy...” 

The horse streamed fire, singeing Erec’s fingers. He had the feeling it could 
easily have burned him to a crisp. The horses seemed to be deciding what to do 
with him. 

“Can’t you get one of those ‘cloudy thoughts’?” Bethany asked. 

“T can’t make them happen,” said Erec. “That’s the problem. They control 
me, I don’t control them. They usually come when someone’s in danger.” 

All four horses were watching Erec now with glowing red eyes. Two of their 
faces were in the dark, and Erec could see only their burning eyes in the 
blackness. His breath caught, and again he had the feeling they could destroy 
him in an instant. 

“Balor sent me,” Erec said. “He was just here, but he forgot to get a 
horseshoe for something he’s making.” 

The horse in front looked at the other ones. He touched a front foot with a 
back foot and flung a silvery shoe near Erec. 

Erec picked it up and backed away. “Good boy. Balor will be happy.” 

Bethany switched off the Magiclight and the room fell into darkness except 
for eight glowing red eyes. Erec and Bethany scrambled from the stable. “These 
aniball animals are something else,” Bethany said. “I hope dragon horses can’t 
talk.” 

Erec tried not to laugh. “It’s okay. Balor can’t hate me any more than he 
already does.” 


By the time Erec got back, it was around midnight. Jack and Oscar were asleep. 
He put the horseshoe under his bed. In the morning he would find out how to 
mix the formula. 

As he brushed his teeth, the mirror blurred. It had been a long day. He felt 
dizzy, and the room started to spin. Erec wondered if he was sick but then he got 
the sinking feeling that he was having another cloudy thought. 

Not twice in one day. A war dance in his stomach whipped into a frenzy, 
putting his insides in full attack mode. 

Then it hit him. Something terrible was happening. In the air. Not poison, 
but a gas that would make everyone very sick. He dropped his toothbrush and 


looked out his window. A thick bed of shrubbery ran along the building. 

Erec ran down the hall and pounded on Franz Bugga’s door. They had 
learned today that Franz’s magical gift let him morph objects. The cloudy 
thought said Franz had to change the shrubs outside into rubber, so when Erec 
pushed people out the windows— 

Wait! Erec stopped pounding. Pushing people out the windows? That was 
crazy. He stood still, hands shaking with the urge to wake Franz. How could he 
let himself do this? Then again, what if he didn’t? 

Franz opened the door, hair rumpled. “What’s going on?” 

Erec could not stop himself. “You have to make the shrubbery rubbery.” 

Franz looked annoyed. “What are you talking about?” 

“Change it. Make it into big, bouncy, rubber. We have to jump. Poisonous 
gas is coming in.” 

“Yeah, right. You had a nightmare.” 

Without warning, Erec grabbed a crystal cricket off a shelf. “PI smash it,” 
he threatened. 

“No! That’s my grandfather’s good-luck charm. Put it down.” 

“Do it.” 

Franz shook his head, but he went along. “If I get kicked out for this...” He 
opened his window and changed the bushes along the dormitory into a huge, air- 
filled rubber cushion. 

Erec shoved Franz out the window, yelling, “Don’t change them back,” as he 
fell. 

Erec ran down to the second floor, knocking on doors and shoving people 
out their windows. He shoved Oscar out asleep; he would have put up a fight if 
he was awake. Oscar’s eyes opened in midair in wild confusion. Wolfboy sailed 
after him. 

Once Erec woke Jack, he followed Erec down the hallway, helping him. 
“You better be right, buddy, or we’re in for it.” 

They flew from door to door along the second floor, pounding and 
screaming “Get out!” Boys stuck their heads through doorways, confused, and 
Jack and Erec threw them out their windows. Erec felt like a springball player, 
shoving kicking balls through traps. They cleared the second floor, then the 
third. The element of surprise worked well for them. People were flying through 
the air before they knew what hit them. 

On the fourth floor, Erec finally pushed Jack out a window, saying 
“Thanks!” It was getting too dangerous. Bethany watched him toss Melody out 


in shock. “Poisonous gas is coming in. Sorry,” he explained to Bethany as he 
threw her out too. 

Black swirled in the air near Erec’s feet. Soon it was up to his knees. The 
smoke was rising; the first three floors must have been filled by now. Black 
vapor flowed through the staircase. 

By the time he reached the fifth and final girls’ floor, black mist swirled 
around his waist. On the plus side, it was very easy to convince the girls to jump. 

The gas stung his eyes. Erec moved slower and felt like throwing up. The 
gas reached his face as he knocked on the last doors. His head spun. Was he 
going to make it? 

He lurched toward an open door. The room was spinning. Two girls saw him 
and screamed. Or maybe they saw the gas. He pushed them toward their 
windows and tripped, spinning into blackness. 


A thin sliver of light appeared in the darkness. Erec’s good eye opened and the 
sliver grew until the light was blinding. Moaning, he shut his eyes. 

“Look,” a woman murmured. “Our hero is coming back.” Erec opened his 
eyes and saw a very fuzzy Dr. Mumbai leaning over him. Behind her, Bethany, 
Jack, Oscar, Hecate Jekyll, and some kids all smiled. 

Bethany ran to Erec, face twisted. “Are you okay?” He nodded, though he 
wasn’t sure yet. “You saved almost everyone. How did you know?” 

Erec shrugged, painfully. At least he wasn’t breathing that poisonous air 
anymore. 

Hecate Jekyll said, “Thank you, Rick Ross. You are just full of surprises.” 
She turned to the doctor. “I’m sorry, but I think it’s getting too dangerous here. 
Everyone should just go home. To heck with these stupid contests.” 

With great effort, Erec found his voice. “How long was I out?” He pulled an 
oxygen mask off his face. 

Dr. Mumbai smiled. “Most of the day. It’s four in the afternoon.” Erec 
immediately remembered the blasting formula ingredients under his bed. He had 
to talk to his mother. In a panic, he felt his chest. His glasses were still there. 

“Ts everyone okay?” Erec asked. 

“Pretty much. Only sixteen kids breathed the swamp gas, thanks to you. Oh, 
and one boy sprained his ankle falling from the window.” She added, with an 
edge to her voice, “What is your gift, telling the future? Where are you from?” 

Everyone leaned closer. “Americorth South,” he whispered. He felt 


incredibly tired. Plus, he didn’t want to tell them about his gift, although he 
knew his cloudy thoughts were exactly that. They seemed too personal to talk 
about. “Did anybody. ..die?” 

“Heavens, no,” said Dr. Mumbai. “Swamp gas is only fatal if you sleep long 
enough to starve to death. It can knock you out for days. If everybody breathed it 
in, nobody could report it. By the time anyone saw it, it would have been too late 
to make it down the stairs. There’s no telling how long everyone would have lain 
there breathing it in. But you all could have missed the next contest. Maybe the 
kitchen staff would have figured out something was wrong at breakfast.” 

“Who did it?” Erec asked, sounding like he had gravel in his throat. 

“We think it was a prank. Probably some kids who lost the last contest,” Dr. 
Mumbai said. 

Bethany rolled her eyes. “Or the same people who sabotaged us after the 
other contests.” 

Dr. Mumbai looked concerned. “Don’t you think that’s a little...paranoid?” 

“I would believe it,’ said Hecate Jekyll. “Something’s afoul. I worry 
something...worse could happen if everyone’s not careful. Who knows what 
vicious person is behind this? Anyone who stays here is a fool. Better to be alive 
than trying to be king or queen.” She marched to the door. “I better start King 
Piter’s dinner.” 

Dr. Mumbai smiled patiently as the cook left. “She shouldn’t worry you. I’m 
sure we’ll catch the culprits soon. Anyway, this boy needs sleep. Time to clear 
out.” 

Erec lifted his head. “I’m fine. I want to go to my room.” 

Dr. Mumbai put her hands on her hips. “The dormitories are being aired out 
for three more hours, mister. And you’re sleeping here tonight, where I can keep 
my eye on you.” 

Erec sighed, exhausted. If the place was being aired out, that meant no one 
would find his ingredients. He knew, though, he’d have to mix them as soon as 
possible. Whoever was trying to poison the contestants had to be stopped. 


CHAPTER FIFTEEN 


A Bubbling Brew 


Erec awoke IN the morning and pulled his curtains back. “Can I go now?” 

Dr. Mumbai checked his temperature and pulse and listened to his chest. 
“All right, hero. First, though, eat some breakfast. You should be hungry.” 

Erec stood, legs weak. “Today’s Wednesday?” Dr. Mumbai nodded. “Will I 
have my strength back for the fourth contest tomorrow?” 

“I suspect you’ ll be fine after a little nectar and ambrosia.” 

Erec felt much better after eating three times as much as usual. Once he was 
back at the dormitory, he fed and played with Wolfboy until Oscar and Jack were 
gone, and then he looked under his bed. The formula ingredients seemed okay. 

Quietly, he pushed a chair against his door. Then he put his glasses on. His 
mother was sitting in her rocking chair. “Mom?” he whispered. 

As usual, June jumped. “Erec? I’ve been so worried about you.” 

He noticed puffy dark circles under her eyes. “Are you okay?” 

“Pm fine. Just tired of being here, that’s all. Did you get any more 
ingredients?” 

“T got all of them. The used horseshoe is from a dragon horse. Is that okay?” 

June looked surprised. “Even better. But how did you get it?” 

“T lied to it.” No use worrying her about Balor. “So, what do I do now?” 

She was pleased with him, he could tell. “Get a big glass jar,” she said. “That 
will work as well as digging a pit. Put all the ingredients together at midnight, 
carefully, at a crossroads in the agora or in town. Make sure nobody sees you. 

“Put the nitrowisherine in last, and wish out loud to blast me free. Stir it, 
then close your eyes, wave your hands over it, and chant, ‘Bubwa, bubwa toiwet 
twubwa. Codewon boon ad codewon bubwa.’ Carry it back carefully. It will be 
very powerful.” 

Erec wrote the chant with her help. “How do I measure three cups of grain 
alcohol?” 


“Tt doesn’t have to be exact. Cup your hands; that will be close enough. A 
heaping handful is about a cup of gunpowder or wolfsbane.” 

Erec told his mother about the swamp gas, and she shook her head. “I can’t 
wait to get out of here. The formula needs to brew for three days, so if you put it 
together at midnight you can blast me out Saturday night, after midnight.” 

“Three more days, then you’re out, Mom!” 

She looked upset. “I’m sorry about erasing everyone’s memory of you. It 
was wrong. I just didn’t know what to do.” She sniffed. “I was afraid you 
weren’t coming back.” 

Erec felt sorry he had ever been angry at her. “It’s okay, Mom. I’m not mad 
anymore. Just don’t do it to my friends from Alypium, okay?” 

June’s face relaxed. “I promise. How are the contests going?” 

“Fine. The fourth one is tomorrow. It’s Queen Posey’s Sea Search.” 

“You'll do great. Tell me all about it.” 


Erec and Bethany walked with Wolfboy and Cutie Pie into the gardens. Cutie Pie 
chased the leaping lizards, howling and screeching as they got away. 

Bethany frowned. “We can’t wait much longer. Pll tell Queen Posey about 
Ugry with or without you.” 

Erec didn’t want to talk about it, even if Queen Posey could help. What if 
she called the contests off? He would never win a scepter. Its feeling of power 
had stayed with him, deep down. When he realized what he was thinking, 
though, he was ashamed. 

Still, Queen Posey would tell somebody else about the armory, very possibly 
King Pluto. Ugry would find out, and Erec and Bethany would be goners. 
“Bethany, think it through. King Pluto would know we knew.” 

“Maybe he’s a good guy. We have no proof he’s helping Ugry.” 

“Except for the small fact that my mother is in his dungeon.” Erec kicked a 
clump of spinning daisies, and their bright tops whirled into the air. 

Bethany rubbed Wolfboy’s head. “Um...didn’t you wonder the other day if 
maybe she was there because she had done something wrong? Didn’t you think 
maybe she stole money? Or tried to kidnap the triplets?” 

Of course. Erec wondered at himself. He obviously didn’t want to think 
about it, but there it was. He did not know how his mother figured into things. 
Of course she said she was innocent and Erec wanted to believe her. But still, 
why would King Pluto want to destroy his own kingdom? Maybe he wasn’t 


helping Ugry after all. 

“Okay,” he said. “Let’s tell Queen Posey after the contest tomorrow. I guess 
it’s our only choice.” At least they would get to do one more contest before 
being thrown out of Alypium...or worse. 

Only forty kids were left out of the original six hundred. Winning was 
starting to feel really possible. And maybe, even if Queen Posey found out about 
the armory, the contests would still go on and Erec could win a scepter. If only 
he could feel that power again! To use it at will and command all that magic. To 
be king. To right all wrongs and stop the Ugrys and the Raysons. And maybe 
even hang Balor upside down in the air. Yes, that too. 

“My mom says someone might be hiding King Piter’s scepter. If we found it, 
maybe I could use it to help us.” 

“Nobody can use his scepter except him, remember?” 

“But I could. I used King Pluto’s.” 

“That doesn’t mean you could use King Piter’s.” 

“Usry must be able to since he wants them all.” 

“Maybe he can only use them after they’re given to the next kings,” said 
Bethany. “Maybe they have spells on them now. Who knows?” 

“T still think we should look for it. It might help us find out who is 
hypnotizing the king.” 

Cutie Pie leapt on Bethany’s shoulder and whispered in her ear, a paw in 
front of her mouth. Bethany giggled. “She’s talking again.” Cutie Pie whispered 
more. “She saw some boys making bombs behind the bushes. Let’s go see.” 

They peeked through the shrubs. Balor, Damon, Rock, and Ward were 
mixing ingredients and setting off small explosions. 

“This won’t be enough,” Rock complained. 

“Tt will when it’s magnified by a thousand,” said Balor. 

Erec and Bethany turned to each other. What were they planning? Cutie Pie 
stalked back toward the fountains, tail high. 


After lunch, Erec and Bethany went to the west wing. Erec had his Sneakers on, 
and they had vanishing caps in their pockets. “You should stay out here,” Erec 
said. “No need for both of us to risk getting caught. You can distract Ugry if he 
comes by.” 

“You know,” Bethany said, “if Ugry sees you, Kilroy won’t help you this 
time.” 


Erec nodded because he knew she was right. 

“T hope you find the scepter.” 

“Me too.” 

Erec put on his vanishing cap and darted past the guard. He had already 
decided what to say. If he saw Ugry he would whip the cap off and pretend he 
had been looking for him to tell him about Balor’s bomb. 

Running was smooth and noiseless with the Sneakers. They only sent sound 
elsewhere if Erec stamped hard. He was glad when he spotted Kilroy walking 
down a hallway with coffee and cookies on a tray. He would probably lead the 
way to King Piter. 

As he came closer, Kilroy tripped, and coffee splashed over the mug onto the 
tray. The splashed liquid hissed, and smoke rose, smelling like rotten eggs. Was 
that what they were serving to the king? Kilroy went into a room, and Erec 
darted in after him. King Piter was sitting in front of a crackling fire on an 
omate, cushioned chair. His long gray hair and white beard hung limp around his 
face. He looked up, confused. 

“Tt’s okay, King Piter,” Kilroy said. “Drink your coffee. You will feel better, 
I promise.” The king made a face. “Now, your majesty,” said Kilroy. “Be a big 
boy. Drink up.” The king shook his head. Kilroy reached, but before he could 
take the cup the king tipped it over. Coffee spilled all over the floor with a loud 
hiss, black smoke rising into the air. The smell was so horrible that Erec held his 
breath. He held back a cough so Kilroy wouldn’t hear him. 

Kilroy’s face turned red. He smashed the cup into the fireplace. “Don’t 
move. I’ll be back with more coffee. You will drink it, even if I have to use the 
funnel.” He stormed from the room and slammed the door. 

A faint smile appeared on the king’s face. When Erec realized nobody else 
was there, he coughed until he could breathe again. King Piter looked like he 
might fall asleep any minute. 

Erec pulled off his cap. “King Piter?” 

The king did not look surprised that Erec materialized before his eyes. Then 
again, he did not look awake enough to be surprised. He smiled lazily. 

“King Piter, where is your scepter?” 

The king raised his eyebrows and looked around as if he wasn’t sure where 
he’d left it. 

“Did somebody take it?” 

The king looked around some more and relaxed into his chair, eyes half- 
closed. 


“King Piter?” The king opened one eye. “I wouldn’t drink that coffee if I 
were you.” The king nodded and fell right to sleep. 

Erec searched the room. No scepter. He looked in the broom closet and 
bathroom. Nothing. He put his cap on and snuck out of the room, shutting the 
door behind him. 

Hallways upon hallways stretched through the west wing. How would Erec 
ever find something hidden there? He wasn’t sure where to start. 

Big double doors at the end of a hallway towered over others. That looked 
like a promising place to look. Erec slipped through the doors. 

The room was massive. At the far end was a magnificent gold throne that 
stretched halfway to the thirty-foot ceiling. Gems studded its arms and back. In 
the center of its high back sat an enormous, round diamond, the size of an extra- 
large pizza. Ornate carvings and pearl inlays swirled in a language Erec had 
never seen. 

A long, empty groove ran along the right arm. Erec had the feeling that the 
scepter fit into it perfectly. At the base of the throne was a big, rough, jagged 
stone. It looked oddly out of place amid the finery. 

Yet the room was empty except for some humongous chandeliers, ornate 
draperies and tapestries, and pictures of kings and queens on the walls. The 
scepter wasn’t there. Erec snuck out of the throne room, disappointed. He passed 
the Port-O-Door by the closet where he had found the sneakers. After looking 
through a few sitting rooms he gave up. 

Back out of the west wing, Erec told Bethany about the strange coffee. She 
became upset. “Kilroy is poisoning the king. Maybe it was him whispering to 
Rayson in the armory.” 

“Are you kidding?” Erec asked. “Ugry hates the kids. I think he’s trying to 
scare us away—now with swamp gas—so only Damon and his friends are left to 
win and he’ll get the scepters. Kilroy seems like a good guy.” 

“We have no proof he’s a good guy.” 

“He helped us when Ugry tried to send us home, when he caught us in the 
west wing.” 

Bethany did not look impressed. “Remember when we saw the men putting 
the minotaur in the maze?” 

“Yeah.” 

“Well, they said the king’s AdviSeer told them to put it there. Kilroy is King 
Piter’s AdviSeer, just like Ugry. Maybe it was him.” 

Erec shook his head. “I don’t think so. Kilroy is so...nice.” He shrugged. “I 


don’t think I’ll ever find the scepter here. It’s probably locked in Ugry’s safe.” 
Erec stomped his foot in anger, making a crashing noise down the hallway in the 
west wing. The guard jumped and looked behind him, his remote control out. 
Bethany rolled her eyes. 

“Tt doesn’t matter,” Erec said. “I still have my mother’s ingredients.” 


Erec met Bethany at eleven-thirty that night by the dormitory entrance. They 
walked to the agora, carrying the formula ingredients and an extra glass jar. The 
night was quiet. A few people flew by on white winged horses, and others soared 
alone. 

They walked down small, dark streets scattered with homes and pine groves, 
staying as far from other people as they could. The houses looked small in the 
dark, like log cabins. 

“T wish I had a watch,” Erec said. “How will we know when it’s midnight?” 

The answer came when a clock tower banged out twelve gonglike tones. 
They were at the crossroads of two small streets, where they were completely 
surrounded by trees, except for one small house far from the road. 

“Do we put it together in the middle of the road?” Bethany asked. 

“Tt couldn’t hurt,” Erec said. He had never seen cars in Alypium, only 
occasional buses, winged horses, and doors that appeared from nowhere. They 
put the wide-mouthed glass jar in the middle of the crossroads. Erec pulled out 
his list. 

“Four handfuls of wolfsbane.” He grabbed four clumps of the fibrous roots, 
tore them up a bit, and stuffed them in the jar. “Two cups of gunpowder.” He 
dumped two heaping handfuls onto the wolfsbane. “Three cups of grain 
alcohol.” Bethany poured three times to fill Erec’s cupped hands. 

Erec found a stick and stirred the gunpowder and leaves into the clear liquid 
until it was thick and black. “Five drops of warthog essence.” Erec carefully 
poured in the five drops he had measured in the storeroom. When it hit the 
liquid, there was a loud cracking sound and then a hiss. The liquid started to 
swirl in the jar. 

“One eagle feather.” Erec dropped the feather in, and it disappeared into the 
swirling mixture. “Three lion hairs.” He carefully opened the vial and dropped in 
the three spiky brown hairs. A loud growl erupted as they churned in. “One used 
horseshoe.” The dragon horse’s shoe barely fit through the top and fell in with a 
splash. Foam and bubbles erupted through the formula. Hot steam shot from the 


opening. 

Erec carefully picked up the nitrowisherine. “After this goes in, I’m 
supposed to wish for this to blast my mother free. Maybe you should wish too.” 
Each drop that fell in sounded like a distant explosion as it hit the bubbling, 
swirling liquid. Erec closed his eyes and said, “I wish this formula will blast my 
mother free from her force field.” Bethany repeated his words, saying, “his 
mother.” 

Erec stirred the bubbling brew and read from his paper. “Bubwa, bubwa 
toiwet twubwa. Codewon boon ad codewon bubwa.” 

A loud, hot blast pushed Erec and Bethany back. The jar flew into the air, 
landing on its bottom without spilling. 

Lights switched on in the small house on the hill. Erec put a lid on the jar, 
picked it up carefully, and walked fast with Bethany back to the dormitories. 


Erec slid the jar under his bed. If it got knocked over the whole dormitory would 
explode. He woke Wolfboy. “Look, boy. Nobody can touch this, okay? Guard it. 
It could blow us all up.” 

Wolfboy panted, tongue out. He turned in circles, dropped to the floor by 
Erec’s bed, and fell asleep. 

Erec didn’t want to risk talking to his mother with Oscar and Jack in his 
room, even if they were asleep. He went to the bathroom, knowing it would be 
empty this late at night. He stood against the door, ready to take his glasses off if 
he felt it move. 

“Mom, wake up,” Erec whispered. June murmured in her sleep and turned 
over. “Wake up!” 

She lifted her head. “Erec?” 

“Sorry. I just wanted to tell you I made the blasting formula.” 

June smiled. “Great! Oh, I can’t wait to get out of here. I think the easiest 
way here is through a Port-O-Door. I just wish King Piter could take care of 
things and get me out of here. Did you ever get an idea where his scepter is?” 

“No,” said Erec. “It could be anywhere.” 

“Did you look in the throne room?” June asked. 

“T did. What’s that big rock by the throne?” 

June smiled. “That’s the Lia Fail. Legend says the stone will shriek at the 
crowning of a rightful king. Of course, I was too young to remember Piter, 
Posey, and Pluto’s ceremony, but my parents say it screamed three times that 


day. You’d better get to sleep. Good luck with the contest tomorrow.” 
Erec took the glasses off and fell asleep as soon as his head hit the pillow. 


CHAPTER SIXTEEN 


The Sea Search 


A SMALL GROUP GATHERED behind the maze for the fourth contest. Kilroy 
looked disappointed by the turnout. “Only thirty-four today? Where are the other 
six?” 

They had decided to go home after the swamp gas incident. A lot of 
spectators had left as well. 

Ugry stood to the side. He looked paler than usual, the crease down his 
forehead seemed deeper, and he wore a particularly sour expression. Bethany 
whispered, “Remember, Rayson said they couldn’t cheat at this one.” 

Kilroy cleared his throat. “These last three contests are special. A king or 
queen planned each one. This is Queen Posey’s, the Sea Search. The next contest 
was planned by King Pluto, and the final one by King Piter.” 

Erec had the feeling that King Piter wasn’t up to planning the final contest. 
He wondered if Kilroy had done it himself. Kids had brought magical items, as 
the queen allowed, many brandishing remote controls. Sneakers and Magiclights 
didn’t seem like a help underwater, but Erec and Bethany had vanishing caps in 
their pockets. Hopefully Ugry wouldn’t notice if they used them. 

Queen Posey drew a circle of water around the competitors, herself, and 
Kilroy. In a flash, everybody was standing on a deserted beach. Cliffs overhung 
the water. Ugry followed a moment later. 

Kilroy’s good humor seemed to be back. “This will be great. You’ll get to 
see ocean life up close! No masks or fins. Queen Posey will let you all breathe 
underwater. Your job is to find a hidden treasure chest. The fish and water sprites 
know where it is, as well as a few merfolk, if you happen to see one. 

“You may not use magic to harm any sea creatures. The first twenty back 
with treasure from the chest will win.” 

Queen Posey said, “Hold hands in a circle.” After some grumbling and 
shuffling, a circle was formed. 


Erec reached for the hand next to him and was sorry to see that it was 
attached to Balor Stain. A slick smile spread across Balor’s face. “Good luck, 
one-eye.” Balor’s cold hand clenched his until his fingers hurt. 

The queen said, “Take a deep breath and go under. I will put a charm on you. 
It will let you breathe under the water, and also a few surprises, too. Do not 
come up until you are finished. Once you rise above the water, the spell will 
break.” 

Erec plunged under the water, shaking from the cold. Kids looked at each 
other under the water, cheeks full of air, wondering if they could let go of one 
another’s hands. Erec wondered if the charm was working. He still felt cold and 
was more and more hungry for air. Everyone was looking around wildly. Erec 
wasn’t sure which was worse—taking a breath of water or coming to the surface 
and blowing his chances. 

Balor smiled, still gripping his hand. He looked like he was comfortably 
breathing the water. Erec’s lungs burned. Some kids coughed under water. A few 
rose to the surface, more worried about drowning than losing. 

Erec had to breathe. He sucked in water, prepared to choke. The liquid felt 
like cold air, so he automatically pulled in a deep breath. His chest stung, but he 
breathed fast and deep until he caught his breath, and then coughed as his body 
adjusted. 

The ring of kids scattered. Erec let go of Bethany’s hand. He tried to shake 
free from Balor’s, but Balor gripped his hand harder and pushed him toward the 
surface. 

Erec kicked the water, fighting his way back down. His left leg splashed into 
the air. He wondered if Queen Posey’s spell would be undone, but, thankfully, he 
could still breathe water. He was sure if his head surfaced, he would lose. Balor 
grabbed his glasses, as if he might be able to take them underwater. Still he 
could not pull them higher than Erec’s chin. 

Erec twisted out of his grasp, but Balor grabbed his ankle and pushed him 
back to the surface. His icy blue eyes gleamed with hate. Erec’s eyes met his and 
anger filled him. So what if Balor was powerful enough to hang him upside 
down in the air? Erec was not going to be afraid of an obnoxious bully. He 
remembered Balor picking on the maid in his room, making fun of Bethany, 
even bullying his own friends. 

Erec snarled and dove at Balor, grabbing his neck. His legs pounded the 
water as he drove Balor down. Balor pulled a remote control from his pocket, 
but Erec grabbed it from his hand and snapped it in two against a rock. The 


pieces drifted into the coral reef below. 

Balor’s pale blue eyes widened in shock. “I’ll get you, Rick Ross. You wait.” 
His words were surprisingly clear in the water. Balor swam to his friends waiting 
nearby. 

Erec hoped the fight with Balor didn’t put him behind in the contest. Some 
kids, he saw, had gone through the surface and were still bobbing at the top. He 
found Bethany searching through the coral spikes that towered up from the reef. 
She laughed, and it sounded like bubbles. “You showed him. Maybe he’ll lose 
now.” 

“He’ll probably steal a remote control from a friend.” 

She did a somersault in the water. “I feel like ’'ve swam my whole life. 
Maybe that was part of Queen Posey’s spell.” 

The colors of the reef were spectacular. The coral glowed in yellows, pinks, 
and pale greens. Bright yellow fish with black stripes darted in and out of 
waving seaweed. Thin white fish that Erec could almost see through swam in 
huge schools around the coral beds. An eel darted under an anemone. 

Kids overturned loose coral, dug the sand around the reef, and shuffled plant 
leaves. Nobody seemed to be finding anything. There was a lot of noise, which 
seemed odd. In fact, the reef sounded like a shopping mall at Christmastime. 

A crowd gathered around Jack, who had the gift of speaking to animals. A 
large fish whispered into his ear about swimming conditions but would not say a 
word about the treasure. 

The water was pleasant and warm from the sunshine. Although swimming 
felt nice, nobody was having any luck. Erec wondered why the kids with remote 
controls couldn’t make the treasure appear. Maybe they had to know what it 
looked like first or where it was. 

“I’m hungry,” Bethany said. 

“Do you like sushi?” Erec laughed. 

Just then, angry shouts and curses filled the water. The fish around Erec 
darted away. 

Erec realized what had happened. The talking had been from the fish 
themselves. Understanding fish must have been one of Queen Posey’s surprises. 

Others were catching on too. A group gathered around a blue fish with 
yellow fins. Bethany found a school of orange and yellow striped fish diving 
through holes in the reef. “Um, excuse me? Fishies?” she said. 

Seven beaked noses pointed at her. “She can talk!” one squeaked. 
“Amazing!” The fish swam uncomfortably close to Erec and Bethany’s faces. 


“Have you seen any treasure chests around?” Erec asked. 

Seven voices babbled at once. “Do you have food?” “He can talk!” “Food? 
Food?” “Food!” 

They swam closer, almost touching Erec’s face, shouting, “Food? Food?” 
until one nipped Erec’s nose. Erec swam away, his feet kicking at fish in all 
directions. 

Melody swam away from a silvery fish, her brown legs kicking her closer to 
Erec and Bethany. She shook her head. “It just talks about what it likes to eat, 
which smaller fish, worms. Maybe it’!l tell us more if we feed it.” 

Kids scoured the reef floor for fish food, yet smaller fish were impossible to 
grab, and no worms were in sight. Erec turned his face from side to side so he 
wouldn’t miss anything with his one good eye. 

Schools of fish swarmed around Balor, Damon, Ward, and Rock, whose 
hands overflowed with fish food at the edge of the reef. When the food was 
gone, Balor pointed a remote control at their hands, and they filled again. The 
four were hard to see through the swarming mass. Different fish swam by their 
ears as if telling them something. 

Soon, Balor and his friends dove below the reef, where it dropped off into 
the ocean. Some kids followed them. Other kids with remote controls made fish 
food and feeding frenzies. Soon fish whispered in their ears as well. 

Erec got close enough to a fish feast that some of the fish must have thought 
he was feeding them too. A yellow fish that looked huge from the side, but very 
thin from the front, swam to his ear. “Dive deep under the reef. The water sprites 
might help you.” 

By that time most of the kids had followed Balor and his friends under the 
reef. Balor seemed to be winning even without his usual outside help. 

The water was dark under the reef. A few sunny rays streamed through holes 
in the coral like spotlights. The water was colder, but Erec still felt comfortable. 
He was surprised how deep the water was. Long caverns shot under the coral. A 
cold, slimy hand touched his arm and he jumped...but it was only seaweed 
reaching from the reef. In the shadows Erec could see kids searching, but he saw 
nothing that looked like a water sprite, whatever that was. 

Gold flashed nearby. Hoping it was the treasure, Erec dove after it. A shining 
gold circle or coin sparkled through the water ahead of him. It was just out of 
reach. If only he got a little closer, he could grab it. Erec followed it into a deep 
underwater cave. 

He looked back, wondering if he was going too deep, but the flash of gold 


glinted from the comer of his eye. It was irresistible. Erec followed it deeper, 
forgetting his worries. Something told him the gold meant treasure. Maybe not 
just for this contest, but other treasure beyond his wildest dreams. 

Before he rounded a corner, something yanked his foot, jerking him 
backward. Confused, he turned to see Bethany tugging him. 

“What are you doing?” Bethany said, upset. Erec wondered what was wrong 
with her. He felt a little confused. The gold glittered in the corner of his eye, and 
he turned to follow it. Of course: She was jealous because he’d found the 
treasure. 

She yanked his foot harder. “Are you crazy? Let’s get out of here!” 

Erec tried to kick her away, but Bethany seemed possessed. Sure she wanted 
the treasure for herself, he struggled, but Bethany had a grip on some coral, and 
yanked him from the glinting gold. He twisted and kicked some more, until 
Bethany pinched him hard on the leg. 

“Oww. Why did you do that?” 

“Because you’re bewitched! You’re following an ugly sea monster into its 
cave!” 

Erec turned in horror to see a huge black shape with tentacles waving where 
his gold glint was, slinking deeper into the rocks. He gritted his teeth. “Ugh. 
Thanks.” He hoped it was too dark for Bethany to see how red his face was. 

Deep caverns shot under the murky coral of the reef. A dozen water sprites, 
in dresses of woven algae, darted through the water. They were smaller than 
Erec but could have been any age. Long seaweedlike hair of blues and greens 
waved over their pale blue skin, but their eyes sparkled and their faces lit with 
laughter, especially when they were teasing the kids. Swimming close, they 
acted like they had something to say, but dove away laughing. They hid in rocks 
and coral, springing out in front of unsuspecting souls to make them jump. It 
seemed they never stopped giggling. Catching a water sprite seemed impossible. 
The harder Erec tried, the faster they slipped away, taunting and laughing. 
Bethany and Melody cornered one against some coral. They lunged, and she shot 
straight down, letting them crash into each other, bumping heads. Sprites spun 
like otters, grabbing the hands of contestants before diving away, laughing. The 
kids bargained and pleaded for the sprites to tell them where the treasure was, 
but the sprites seemed to think the whole matter was a joke. 

A sprite wrapped a thin blue arm around Erec and Bethany’s shoulders. 
“Have fun with the sea monster?” she asked. “Did you think you were going to 
get rich?” Her voice tinkled like bells. 


Erec eyed her sourly. “I bet you know where the treasure is.” 

The sprite giggled. “Of course. But you never will.” She looked away, ready 
to go tease someone else. 

Bethany said, “Tell us. We want to win this...before some bad kids do.” 

The sprite threw her a sharp look. “Why should I?” She swam away. 

Erec shook his head. This seemed hopeless. Bethany stared into the ocean, 
brows knit. A smile started to curl on her lips. Erec looked toward where she 
stared, but nothing was there. He wondered if a sea monster was putting her 
under a spell. 

She flashed him a grin. “I’ve got it! She gave us a clue—” 

Before she could finish, high-pitched shrieks filled their ears. Not far away, a 
water sprite was bound tight with thick ropelike seaweed. Balor pointed a remote 
control at her and the seaweed tightened with a jerk. The sprite screamed in pain. 
Her angry friends tried tugging the seaweed off her without success. 

Balor cackled. “Who’s laughing now?” The sprite stuck her lip out and 
struggled against her chains. “It’s okay, water lily, just tell old Balor here where 
the treasure is and you’re free as a fish.” 

The water sprite looked steaming mad. She nodded for him to come closer 
and whispered in his ear. 

Balor laughed with glee and swam off into a tunnel hidden by seaweed, 
leaving her trapped in her seaweed prison. Damon gave her flowing blue hair a 
tug as he swam by. 

“You idiots.” Ward aimed his remote and set the sprite free. He pointed at 
the sprite. “Next time don’t play stupid games with me and my friends.” He 
disappeared into the tunnel after Balor, Damon, and Rock. 

The water sprite dusted herself off with a good-riddance look on her face. 
She had red marks on her arms and legs. 

Eight or nine kids followed Balor’s friends into the tunnel. Erec asked 
Bethany, “What do you think? Should we follow them in?” 

“No way. Those sprites aren’t dumb. That one gave us a clue.” 

“What clue? Did I miss it?” 

“When we asked her to tell us where the treasure was, she said, ‘Why should 
I?’ That was a great clue!” 

Erec looked at her with an eyebrow raised. “You think so?” 

Bethany crossed her arms. “What got the fish to help us?” 

“Feeding them.” 

Bethany signaled keep going with her hands. 


“We’re playing charades now?” 

Bethany rolled her eyes. “Okay. The fish helped us when we helped them. I 
think it’s the same for the water sprites. We need to give them something so 
they’ ll help us.” 

Erec put out his hands and gestured all around. “And what can we give 
them? Seaweed? Water? We have no sprite food in our pockets.” 

Bethany grinned. “That’s it! Great idea!” She whipped her vanishing cap 
from her pocket. “They’ II like these, I bet. Maybe that’s why we were allowed to 
take magical items here.” 

Erec was astounded. “You would give them your vanishing cap? They’|l 
love it all right. They’ll laugh and take it, and we’ll be no better off than we were 
before.” 

“It’s our only chance. I think that sprite wants us to win.” 

A few kids with remote controls took cues from Balor and were trying to 
poke or club the sprites, or even capture them. None had Balor’s success, but the 
sprites grudgingly pointed them to the same tunnel. Others kids continued to beg 
and cajole without luck. 

Erec had a funny feeling that Bethany was right. The sprites seemed too 
ready to point the annoying kids toward Balor’s tunnel, and the other kids were 
getting nowhere. He pulled his vanishing cap from his pocket. 

The sprites were no longer playful and laughing after Balor hurt their friend. 
They seemed less helpful, if possible, than before. Still, Bethany and Erec waved 
two sprites over. The sprites put their hands on their hips and looked at them 
expectantly. 

Bethany waved her cap. “Watch.” She put it on and disappeared, then 
reappeared with it in her hand. The sprites laughed in delight. “Do you want it?” 
A sprite grabbed it from her hand. Bethany signaled to Erec. “They deserve these 
after what they’ve gone through today anyway.” 

Erec held his cap out and the other sprite whisked it away. They put the caps 
on and vanished. “Oh well.” Erec shrugged. “You’re right. They deserve them. 
We had them long enough.” 

In a flash, the sprites reappeared, caps in hand. Over the next few minutes 
they disappeared and reappeared continuously. Then the pleased sprites 
beckoned them to follow as they dove deep under the coral. 

The sprites plunged around a narrow bend and pointed up to a hole where 
twenty keys were embedded deep in rose coral. Words were chiseled above the 
keys. The sprites waved and swam away, putting on their caps and disappearing 


in a flash. 

“I wonder where Balor’s tunnel led. You don’t think it led to the sea monster, 
do you?” 

Bethany looked worried. “I’m sure Queen Posey wouldn’t want anyone 
getting hurt. Contestants are supposed to be eliminated, not killed.” 

“Those water sprites were pretty mad, though. Maybe they have their own 
plan.” 

Words neatly engraved in the coral read, “Answer this riddle: Why can you 
always depend on the queen?” Below it were carved these words: 


I TIDE MY SHOE, IT FITS ME WELL, 

SO PLL REEF THE EXPENSIVE THING ON, 
BECAUSE I STUBBED MY UNDERTOW, 

BUT NOW ALL MY SAND DOLLARS ARE GONE. 


IT’S COLD TROUTSIDE AND YOU’RE HUNGRY, DEAR, 
BUT, BEACH YOUR LIFE, WE’LL HAVE FUN. 

BEFORE YOUR KINDNESS EBBS AWAY, 

SHARE MY WARM FIRE AND CURRENT BUN. 


ONLY YOUR FRIEND, NOT YOUR ANEMONE, WILL SAY: 
YOUR UNDERWATER’S SHOWING OVER YOUR PANTS. 
I SEA YOU WEAR RUFFLY BLUE ONES, 

LIKE THE EMPEROR PENGUIN OF FRANCE. 


WE WAVE HELLO, AND THEN GOOD-BYE, 

ICE SEE YOU ARE ALMOST DONE. 

GAZE UP TO THE TWINKLING, STARFISH SKY, 
OR EELS YOU WON’T NOTICE—YOU’VE WON! 


Erec stared in silence. How could he solve a puzzle from a crazy poem? 

Bethany’s eyebrows knit. “Five thousand, two hundred fifty six...no, that 
can’t work. Ugh.” She crossed her arms. “I’ve tried about every function. 
Nothing seems to work. Maybe if the letter A is a derivative of pi only when 
there are no other vowels in the word, then B could be related to the linear root 
of its integral—” 

“Bethany, this can’t be that complicated. I mean, everyone has to have a shot 
at this, right?” 

She shrugged, looking disappointed. 


Erec laughed. “It’s pretty funny, actually: the ‘ruffly blue underwater 
showing over your pants.’ Each line has a play on words about the ocean. Look: 
tide, reef, undertow, sand dollars, trout, beach...” 

Bethany grinned. “Ebbs, current, anemone, underwater, sea, Emperor 
Penguin, wave, ice, starfish, and eels. That’s easy. The first letters spell out ‘trust 
because wise.’ That’s why you can depend on Queen Posey. Trust her because 
she’s wise.” 

With a creak, the coral wedged open. Two keys slid onto a ledge. They took 
the keys and swam through the hole into what looked like a room with coral 
walls, floor and ceiling. Sunlight streamed through so many holes above that it 
looked like a disco. 

In the middle of the room sat a black chest with gold buckles. A thick yellow 
sea serpent with big eyes and sharp teeth was coiled on top of it. Its jaws were 
wide enough to snap off a hand. “I hope he’s supposed to be here,” Bethany 
whispered. 

Erec and Bethany slowly approached the serpent. “We have keys,” Bethany 
said. 

The serpent hissed, “Put them in my mouth if you want the treasure.” 

Bethany’s hand shook as she dropped the key into its jaws. He gulped and 
opened his mouth for Erec’s key. “Uncle Earl doesn’t seem so scary anymore,” 
Bethany said with a laugh. 

Erec dropped his key into its mouth from as far as he could. The serpent 
swallowed and slid off the chest. Inside the heavy lid were twenty black bags. 
Erec and Bethany each took one and shut the chest. The serpent slid back on top 
and hissed. 

In the bags were six plastic packets and a note. “INSTAGILLS. Instructions: 
Choose a location on your body, three gills on each side. Place the marked edge 
of the packet against your skin and squeeze. Gill will permanently enter skin. It 
is advisable that the location not be covered with clothing to ensure ease of 
breathing. Must be done in water immediately. Instagills close automatically 
when out of water to allow for immediate lung breathing. Open each time you 
are in water. Guaranteed for life.” 

Erec looked at Bethany. “This is great. Where should we put them? On our 
face like Queen Posey?” 

Bethany looked worried. “I hope they don’t scar too much. Pl put mine on 
my back.” 

“They’ll be covered up. What if you’re in water someday with a shirt on? 


Like now? I’m putting mine on my wrists.” Erec held a packet to his wrist and 
squeezed it. For a moment he felt a pinch, and then a gill in his wrist opened and 
shut. “Look at that!” Erec put three gills into each wrist and stared at them 
moving in the water. 

Bethany held a packet in her hand with a disgusted look. “I don’t really need 
these.” 

“Come on. They’ |l close on land. Just think: You’! be able to always explore 
underwater like this. You have to put them in.” 

Bethany cringed and squeezed a gill into her palm. “Ow!” She shook her 
wrist and put the rest in, three in each hand. “Do you think we’ll always be able 
to understand the sea creatures?” 

Apparently, the sea serpent had been listening. “Everyone knows humans 
can’t talk. Yov’ll be back to your dumb selves after the queen’s spell wears off.” 

“That was nice,” Bethany said to Erec. 

“Let’s go.” He swam out of the hole with her behind him. They brought their 
empty bags to the surface. 

All eyes turned to Erec and Bethany when they splashed to the surface. The 
six kids who had risen to the surface early had given up and were sitting by the 
shore. Erec looked at his wrists. The gills had closed and left thin black lines. 

Immediately, he was starving and freezing. Bethany’s teeth were chattering. 
As they walked to shore, Queen Posey rose. “You found the treasure?” She 
examined the gill lines on their wrists and hands. With a wink from Queen 
Posey, they became instantly dry. The front of Erec’s hair was straighter and the 
back curlier after being wet for so long. 

Kilroy clapped them on their backs. “The first two winners! You came in at a 
tie at four hours and fifteen minutes.” 

Four hours? No wonder they were hungry. Bethany saw a snack table on the 
beach and ran for it. Erec followed, realizing they had missed lunch. They 
gobbled down sandwiches, fruit, cookies, and nectar until they felt better. 

He and Bethany waded in the water and then rested in the sand with the 
others while they waited. They practiced putting their hands and wrists under the 
water and breathing through their Instagills. It worked without effort. 

After a few hours, it seemed like nobody else was coming back. “Maybe we 
should tell Queen Posey about the sea monster. What if they were eaten?” 
Bethany said. “And there is something else we need to tell her too.” She looked 
knowingly at Erec. 

“What?” Erec was ready to fall asleep in the sand. The sun was hot and it 


had been a long day. 

“You know.” 

Erec waved off that idea. “Ugry is here. We can’t tell her now.” 

“As soon as we can, then.” Bethany talked to Queen Posey for a moment and 
came back to where Erec was sitting. “I told her the water sprites might have 
sent some kids to a sea monster, but she said they wouldn’t hurt anybody. She 
said in an hour the time would be up, more winners or not.” 

Erec picked his head off the sand. “Then we’d be the only winners?” 

“Uh-huh!” Bethany grinned. 

“We’ll be king and queen!” Erec whispered. “I wonder how they’ll pick the 
third one. I bet they’ll give it to Balor since Ugry wants him in,” he said, 
glancing at Ugry across the sand. The sun hadn’t touched his pale appearance. 

“And we’ll have two scepters, so Ugry won’t be able to take over for sure,” 
Bethany said. “I told the queen we had something important to tell her, in secret. 
She said we’d talk after the contest.” 

Erec let the cool water run over his toes while Bethany ate cookies and drew 
math formulas in the sand. She raced to see how much she could calculate before 
the waves washed her work away. 

Erec’s nose stung from sunburn. He wished he had a watch. It felt close to 
dinnertime. 

Queen Posey threw the book she was reading into the air and it vanished. 
“That’s it.” She dove into the water and returned pulling a huge bamboo raft 
filled with contestants. Melody and Jack waved from it with glum looks on their 
faces. Balor and his friends were not among them. 

Queen Posey dove again, this time returning with Balor and the kids who 
had followed him into the tunnel. They yawned, stretched, and rubbed their eyes 
as if waking from a deep sleep. 

Balor’s dream must have been a nightmare, for he was in a foul mood. “I’m 
not done. This isn’t fair. I demand a rematch.” 

Queen Posey said to Kilroy, “These kids found the sirens.” Kilroy counted 
fifteen in their group, who mostly dropped onto the sand to slowly wake up. 

“What sirens? I didn’t hear anything,” Erec said. 

Melody laughed. “Sirens are sea creatures that lull people to sleep with their 
songs. I guess those guys would have slept forever if Queen Posey hadn’t 
rescued them.” 

Kilroy, Ugry, and Queen Posey discussed the results away from the kids. 
“This is it,” Erec whispered. “It’s you and me, King and Queen. I call Alypium.” 


“Forget it,” she said, giggling. “You get Ashona. I can tell you liked it down 
there.” 

Ugry and Kilroy argued fiercely, and Queen Posey did not look happy. Erec 
snuck closer and heard Kilroy say, “I called King Piter on my cell.” He held up 
his finger. “You know I’m the one he talks to.” Queen Posey saw Erec and 
Bethany nearby and shooed them away. Ugry was in a rage. 

Finally, Kilroy announced, “We have decided who will advance to the fifth 
contest.” He glanced at the queen. “It was a very difficult decision. We have two 
definite winners.” He gestured toward Erec and Bethany. “We have a group that 
found the sirens’—he held a paper in one hand—“and a group that didn’t find 
anything.” He held a sheet in his other hand. “It was a very...tough...choice, but 
the group who found the sirens will be admitted into the next contest because at 
least they found something.” 

There were groans and curses, as well as cheers and whoops. Jack flopped 
into the sand and Melody buried her face in her hands. It wasn’t clear which of 
the judges had arranged this solution. All three looked upset. 

Erec flew to Kilroy. “You can’t let that group win. They were sent to the 
sirens because they were attacking the water sprites. They would have lost for 
sure if there was enough time.” 

Kilroy held up a hand. “I’m sorry. There will be no more discussion. I 
couldn’t change this, believe me.” Frowning, he looked at the queen and Ugry 
and then faced the group. “There will be seventeen of you in the fifth contest, 
which was devised by King Pluto. It’s called the Under Mine. That will be in 
four days. Monday morning at ten, behind the maze.” 

Queen Posey drew a line of water in the sand around everyone, and suddenly 
they were all transported behind the maze. It was getting dark and Erec was 
hungry. He trudged to the cafeteria with Melody, Jack, and Bethany. 

Jack shrugged. “It had to happen sometime. What are the odds I’d win? I’m 
just glad I got as far as I did.” 

“Me too,” said Melody. 

“Tt’s not fair!” said Bethany. “You both should have won. Balor and his gang 
were sent to the sirens so they would lose.” 

Jack remained cheerful. “You two will just have to try even harder and win 
for us.” 

Bethany didn’t see it that way, though. “Now we’ll be competing against all 
the meanies with no morals who go around hurting water sprites.” She stopped 
when she felt a hand on her shoulder. Queen Posey was behind them. 


“You wanted to tell me something?” The queen looked tired, but Erec wasn’t 
sure if that was because of the gill lines under her eyes. Melody and Jack waved 
and went into the dormitories. 

Bethany nodded. “Erec and I were exploring the castle, and we wandered 
into the armory. It was almost empty. Then we heard voices and hid. Two people 
came in, and one definitely was Stoney Rayson. The other voice was harder to 
tell, but we think it was Balthazar Ugry. They were stealing weapons from the 
armories. They said when ‘their three’ won the contests, they would take the 
scepters and...what did they say...‘lay siege’ to Alypium, Aorth, and Ashona.” 

Queen Posey shook her head. “That’s crazy. I don’t believe this kind of 
talk.” 

“Go look at the armory,” said Bethany. “It’s empty. We’re telling the truth.” 

The queen didn’t answer. In the silence Erec heard a faint hum from her 
scepter. He pointed at it. “Does it talk to you?” he asked. 

Queen Posey looked up, surprised. “Yes, sometimes. Only when it has 
something to say.” 

Erec remembered King Pluto’s scepter talking to him, although it was a little 
rude. “What is it saying now?” 

She laughed with a twisted smile. “That you might be telling the truth.” She 
looked hard at Erec, studying him now. “I don’t know about you. It’s strange. 
There’s something about your eyes. Anyway, thank you for coming to me. PI 
look into this immediately.” 

“Um, Queen Posey?” Erec said. 

“Yes? What is it?” 

“Do scepters talk to other people too?” 

“No,” she said. “Only the king or queen. Except in the coronation ceremony. 
They talk out loud then, if I remember correctly.” 

The queen wagged a finger and vanished. Erec and Bethany were left to 
wonder if she’d do anything, or if she could. 

Erec said, “I hope she’s not hooked up with Ugry.” 


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN 


A Burl Wood Arm 


It was Fripay morning. The force field—blasting formula would be ready 
midnight tomorrow. Then the fifth contest, King Pluto’s Under Mine, was soon 
after. Jack and Oscar were staying for the final contests. After they left for 
breakfast, Erec put on his glasses. 

He found June sitting on her bed, crying. 

“Mom? Are you okay?” 

She quickly blotted her face with a handkerchief. “I’m fine. Of course.” 
More tears spilled down her cheeks, and she wiped them away. “It’s okay, 
really.” 

“What happened?” 

“Nothing. I just...changed my mind, that’s all. You can’t come rescue me. 
It’s too dangerous. Pll get out eventually...I’m sure. You have an important job 
there. How did the fourth contest go? 

“T won,” he told her. “Mom, I don’t understand. I’m coming Saturday at 
midnight.” 

“You can’t.” 

“Of course I can. The blasting formula is brewing under my bed. There’s a 
Port-O-Door in the west wing. Yov’ll be out soon.” 

June laughed with red eyes. “I’ve been so stupid. I was so focused on getting 
out of here I put you in danger. Blasting solution under your bed. What if it got 
kicked over? Get rid of it, Erec. Forget saving me. It can’t be done.” June 
squeezed her eyes shut tight. 

“But what about little Zoey, Trevor and Nell, and the twins?” 

Tears poured from June’s eyes, and she couldn’t stop. 

“Mom, I’m getting you out. You can’t stop me.” 

June looked around in fear. “Please, Erec. Don’t. I knew it would be difficult 
for you to get through the dungeons, but I just found out exactly how hard it 


would be. I should have figured King Pluto would have more than guards, 
bronze ghosts, and silver ghosts patrolling here, but that’s all I ever saw. I just 
found out it’s much worse.” 

“How much worse?” 

June took a deep breath. “He has destroyers.” Her voice fell to a whisper. 
“And shadow demons.” 

She looked so alone. Erec wished he were with her. “What are destroyers?” 

“Hideous stone monsters that kill people.” 

“And shadow demons?” 

June glanced around her room. “I happen to know a lot about shadow 
demons. They can look like anything, but they like to take the shape of the 
person they’re with. It’s like looking in a mirror. They can read your worst fears 
like a brochure of your soul. Your doubts and misguided desires guide them into 
your mind. They talk to you, reason, make sense, but they connect with your 
shadow side. They loosen your resolve, steer you the wrong way. And when they 
win you over, they devour you, and you die. Any other questions?” June flopped 
back in her bed and put her arm over her eyes. 

“Well,” said Erec, “I just won’t let them get to me. I’m pretty stubborn, you 
know.” 

June chuckled under her arm. “So am I. Forget it.” 

“No, really. I’m sure if I was prepared I could beat the shadow demons. I’m 
not letting you rot in there.” 

“Don’t forget the destroyers, Erec. You’d be lucky to get far enough to see a 
shadow demon.” 

“There has to be a way to get through them,” Erec said. “What can destroy 
stone? A jackhammer? A sandblaster?” 

“There is a trick, but it can’t be safe.” 

“What is it?” 

“T don’t know. I don’t want you to get foolish ideas and try to come in here. 
You can help me better there. Win the next two contests. Become king and then 
get me out.” She waved him away. 

“What if I don’t win? There’s no guarantee.” 

“You have a good chance. I’ve seen you in tough situations. You usually 
know how to react.” 

“Good. Then I should be able to get you out of there. All I need is a little 
stubbornness.” 

June rolled over and sat up. “Stubborn you are. Do you really think Pll let 


you come here and risk your life?” 

“Tt’s not really your choice, is it? The formula is ready tomorrow night. I’m 
figuring out how to do it. I need a mother, and so do my brothers and sisters.” 

“Erec, you could die.” 

“PII be fine, Mom. I’ve learned a lot here. I’ve rescued kids from swamp 
gas, fought a minotaur. I even used King Pluto’s scepter to save everyone from a 
huge boulder. I can do it.” 

June covered her face with her hands. “Your life is more important than you 
know.” 

“Got it covered, Mom.” 


Bethany sat with Melody, Jack, and Oscar at lunch. Jack and Melody were in a 
surprisingly good mood for having just lost the Sea Search. 

“Melody said she’d stay for the fifth contest, or as long as you and I are in,” 
said Bethany. 

“You were the only two who really won the fourth contest,” said Jack. “You 
guys have my bet.” 

“We’re down to seventeen,” Bethany said. “Our odds are 17.647 percent— 
that’s three out of seventeen. Not too bad.” 

Oscar shook his head. “Put your seat belts on. You have stiff competition.” 

“We’ll see about that.” Erec smiled. Things were going great. Why shouldn’t 
he win the contests and blast his mother out of her dungeon? He beat Balor 
underwater and broke his remote control. Nothing would stop him now. Not 
even destroyers and shadow demons. Which reminded him, he had to find out 
more about what they could do. 

After lunch, Erec and Bethany walked to the library. “Are you sure you want 
to go into Pluto’s dungeons?” Bethany said. “They sound dangerous.” 

“T can’t let my mother rot in that place. I just need to learn about destroyers 
and shadow demons. There has to be a way to get by them.” 

A wide spiral staircase ran up the many levels of the library tower. A 
librarian with wide granny glasses was happy to point them to the third floor, 
where the books on beasts were kept. “But the books must stay here.” 

They browsed through subheadings such as “Misunderstood Monsters” and 
“The Strange Animals of Upper Earth” until they found the section labeled 
“Dungeon Creatures.” They carried armfuls of books to a table. Bethany picked 
up The Total Loser’s Guide to Escaping Dungeons. 


“There are sections about different famous dungeons. Listen: ‘The outer 
dungeons in King Pluto’s castles are famous for their acid rock walls. They melt 
whatever they touch, including flesh.’” 

Erec took a breath. “Do the walls close in on people?” 

“No. But this says destroyers live in them, and they come out of the walls.” 

She flipped pages. “Port-O-Doors will only go into the outer dungeons. Most 
prisoners are in the inner dungeons. The doors could open in the middle of an 
acid rock wall, or even into a destroyer’s nook or a prisoner’s cell, and anything 
there could come right through the door. You’re supposed to try at least three 
locations before you pick one to walk through. And once you’re in, finding the 
inner dungeons can be hard. The outer dungeons weave through the inner ones.” 

Erec looked through In the Face of the Shadow Demons: A Survivor’s Story. 
It was a slow, dry book by a man who prepared his whole life to confront a 
shadow demon that blocked the way to his family’s stolen fortune. The first 
chapters were about his strict diet and yoga training. 

Bethany read Destroying Destroyers: The Paper Chase. Her face grew pale. 
“These things are disgusting. You don’t want to do this, believe me.” 

“I have to, Bethany. It’s my mom in there. What does it say?” 

“Destroyers are made of stone, and their mouths drip with acid. They have 
no eyes or ears, but they have a strong sense of smell, which is harder to hide 
from. They live in the walls, but they come out when they smell anyone. Once 
they latch on to you, the acid eats through and digests you, leaving just your 
bones.” She shivered. 

“My mom said there was a trick to get by them.” 

Bethany flipped pages. “Paper. It seems pretty dangerous to me. You need 
lots of paper, cut into three-inch squares. A destroyer has a suction hole above its 
mouth. They continuously suck in air to smell what’s around them. Paper can 
cover the hole. It confuses them. The smell overwhelms them, and they can’t 
sense what’s around them anymore.” 

“Doesn’t the paper fall off?” 

“No. The suction holds it there.” 

“Could something else work, like wood or plastic?” 

Bethany read some more. “That could be too heavy and fall off, or crinkle 
and get sucked in.” 

“How do I get paper on their suction holes without them grabbing me?” 

Bethany checked the book again. “The best way is with a wooden arm. You 
can reach them from far away.” 


“A what?” 

“Tt says, “wooden arms, the kind at your standard magic shop.’” She bit her 
lip. “You better get one soon so yov’ll have time to practice. You won’t be able 
to make a single mistake.” 

Erec skimmed through chapters about consciousness-raising techniques and 
meditation sessions and finally put In the Face of the Shadow Demons down. He 
glanced through Dungeons and Demons, an equally dry book about self- 
awareness and internal motivation, and wondered what it had to do with 
dungeon monsters. He would have to find out what his mother knew about 
shadow demons, since she said she was something of an expert. 

After hours of poring through books, learning a lot about destroyers and 
almost nothing about shadow demons, they walked Wolfboy and Cutie Pie to the 
agora. Cutie Pie had been quiet lately. Erec guessed there had been nobody to 
tell on. They bought the animals treats at the pet store, got nectar sundaes, and 
Erec bought loads of plain white paper. 


Erec lay on the lawn by the fountains, watching Wolfboy chase butterflies. 
Bethany was asking kids where they could find a magic shop for the wooden 
arm. A shadow appeared over Erec. Behind him, King Pluto stood in a long 
ermine robe. It seemed he should be boiling hot, but he rubbed his arms, 
shivering. 

Erec sat up. The king pounded his scepter into the dirt twice and two chairs 
sprang up. He sat on one and nodded for Erec to join him. 

Erec’s heart pounded. Queen Posey must have told him about the armory. He 
wondered if he was headed to King Pluto’s dungeons sooner than he thought. 

“Looking at my scepter? You were pretty impressive with the boulder the 
other day.” 

Erec shrugged. 

“No, really. Not many people can use a king’s scepter. Nobody, actually, 
except the king. You are quite an exceptional young man, aren’t you, Erec Rex?” 

Erec drew a sharp breath before he could stop himself. How did the king 
know his name? This was not good. 

“Don’t look so surprised,” said the king, his voice oily. “It just took a tiny bit 
of research. You did sign yourself into Spartacus Kilroy’s book as Erec Rex, did 
you not? You couldn’t really be Erec Rex, could you? Then again, Posey told me 
about the interesting event with the Identdetector.” 


King Pluto leaned forward. “Let me see your eyes...ah, yes. Now tell me, 
where’s your family?” 

“Um...” Erec almost forgot his alibi. “Americorth South.” 

“Oh, interesting. Where in Americorth South? I go there all the time. I’d 
love to meet them.” 

Great. He was talking to the king of Aorth, trying to play off that he was 
from his kingdom. Erec’s mother never mentioned parts of Americorth South. 
Erec thought he’d be safe and just say a street name, but he couldn’t think of a 
good name. “Smith Street.” 

“Ah. The Ross family on Smith Street. What are their names?” 

Erec wished he had thought up these details before. “Um, Sylvie and Scott.” 
Friends of his mother’s, the only names that sprang to mind. 

“Sylvie and Scott Ross—or Rex?—on Smith Street. Pll call them tonight. I 
really should congratulate them on their outstanding son.” 

Erec stared between his knees at the grass. He could not believe how dumb 
he had been. 

“Oh, by the way,” said King Pluto, shivering, “Posey told me all about what 
you and your little friend overheard in the armory. I find it all very interesting. I 
told her I would take care of the situation immediately. Guess what I found out? 
The armory was being emptied for its annual cleaning!” King Pluto smiled at 
this innocent reason. “Rayson is a dunce. He makes up stories and even starts to 
believe them himself. Just ignore what he said. Everything is under control. Do 
you understand?” 

Erec nodded quickly. 

“Good. By the way, what were you doing in the armory?” 

Erec cleared his throat. “Um...exploring, sir.” 

“Ah, yes. Exploring. Well, I wouldn’t be caught exploring anywhere near the 
armory again if I were you. Someone might think you were the cause of any... 
trouble.” 

Erec nodded again. 

“Pm glad we understand each other.” The king winked. “It’s really good to 
know that you are here, Erec.” The king stood and waved his scepter. The chairs 
vanished, and Erec fell into the grass. “Time for a bath and a warm fire. This 
place is freezing.” The sun shone hot on Erec’s back, but he didn’t say a word. 
“Good luck in the next contest.” 


It seemed that King Pluto was not sending him to the dungeons. At least not yet. 
Hopefully, when he found no Sylvie and Scott Ross on Smith Street, he wouldn’t 
change his mind. But Erec had a funny feeling that the king wasn’t expecting to 
find them. 

As the day went on and King Pluto never reappeared, Erec felt more and 
more on top of the world. Nothing could go wrong now. Now that the weight 
was lifted off his back, he realized how worried he had been about Queen Posey 
telling King Pluto what they heard in the armory. It seemed silly now to even 
think the king would send him to the dungeons for overhearing a conversation. 

Bethany wasn’t happy, however. “It seems fishy. I wish Queen Posey were 
handling it herself. Should we talk to her again?” 

“No! We did what we could. Let’s not push our luck.” Erec was sure a 
second visit from King Pluto would not go as well as the first. They walked 
through the castle gardens. Soon, Melody would be going shopping in the agora, 
so Erec could use their room to talk to his mother. 

Erec felt a funny tingle on the right side of his face. It was barely noticeable, 
just a mild warmth, if anything. He glanced to his right. An intense gaze burned 
into his eyes. It seemed to penetrate into his mind, almost blinding him. The 
stare was so overwhelming he was not sure who it belonged to. 

Erec finally focused on Spartacus Kilroy, who was carrying a tray of coffee 
and talking casually with Hecate Jekyll. Neither of them seemed to notice him. 
He shook his head. Maybe he had imagined it. A lot was going on in his mind 
today. 

Bethany left Erec in her room. Melody was out. He put his glasses on. “Hi, 
Mom.” June lay in bed, staring at the ceiling. “I bought a ton of paper at the 
agora.” 

“You did what?” 

“Bought paper. I’ll need it to get by the destroyers.” 

She put her head in her hand. “You don’t understand, Erec. I can’t lose you.” 

“And I can’t lose you.” 

“How can I stop you from coming?” 

“You can’t. I’m fine. I’ve researched destroyers, and I’m going to practice 
and be ready before I come. I’m buying a wooden arm. I need you to tell me 
about the shadow demons, though. Will I run into one?” 

“T’m sure if you came you would. They can sense what’s happening around 
them.” 

“Are there many?” 


“They work alone. Only one would approach you. If it won, you would die. 
If you defeated it, others would keep their distance because they know you won’t 
cave in.” 

“So, how do I defeat one?” 

June shook her head. “I need to think about this, Erec. You may not 
understand what you’re getting yourself into.” 


Bethany went with Erec into town. Wolfboy and Cutie Pie tagged along. 
Medea’s, a small, run-down magic shop with cracking deep red paint, sat on the 
edge of town. Before they walked inside, the door burst open. Balor, Damon, 
Rock, and Ward came out. Balor brandished a polished silver remote control. 

“Well, look who’s here.” Balor grinned. “Rick Ross and his girlfriend. Rick 
is your name, isn’t it?” The boys laughed. “I think you owe me a gold ring and 
three shires for this fine new remote control, seeing as how you broke mine in 
the last contest.” 

Erec wasn’t scared of him anymore. “Forget it, Balor. That’s the price you 
pay for trying to make me lose.” 

“Think you can’t lose, Rick Erec Rex Ross?” He pointed his finger right in 
Erec’s face. “Just wait until the next contest. You’re history.” 

Erec shoved aside the finger. “Want this remote broken too, Balor?” 

Balor narrowed his eyes at Erec and stuffed the remote into his pocket. “Just 
you wait.” He walked down the street with his friends and stopped at the corner. 
The four stood there, looking at Erec and Bethany. Balor held his arm out, like 
he was staring at his watch. 

“What are they up to?” Erec asked. 

“I have an idea,” Bethany said. “Cutie Pie can walk by them and she’ll come 
back and tell me.” She rubbed Cutie Pie’s head. “It’s great having a kitty that 
tells secrets.” Cutie Pie jumped from her arms and slunk down the street toward 
the boys. 

“Let’s go in,” Erec said. 

Bethany looked to make sure Cutie Pie was okay and then screeched. “Let 
go of her!” She raced down the street. Balor was stuffing Cutie Pie into a bag 
and laughing. 

“A cat that tells secrets is worth keeping,” he shouted. He disappeared down 
a side street. By the time Bethany reached the corner, Balor and Cutie Pie were 
gone. Damon, Ward, and Rock were snickering. 


“Trying to spy on us with a secret-telling cat?” Ward laughed. 

Damon made a goofy face and said, “Blaaaah,” with his tongue out. 

Bethany ran back to Medea’s, tears filling her eyes. “What if he hurts her?” 
The tears didn’t fall, though. Instead, her face hardened with determination. “I’m 
getting her back if I have to break into his room.” She sat in a corner with her 
arms crossed while Wolfboy nuzzled her feet. 

The shop was small but packed with cases of remote controls, boxes of 
powders, vials of potions, and racks of magic clothing. Bright red and yellow 
tapestries covered the walls, rustling as though they hung in the wind. Tie-dyed 
cloths draped the ceiling. The lights that shone through them took on rainbow 
hues. In an opened box behind a glass case, a bloodshot, withered eye stared at 
Erec wherever he moved. 

Erec jumped when a hand gripped his shoulder. It was an old woman with 
long white hair hanging loose. Her blue eyes sparkled through the wrinkles that 
made up her face. He wasn’t sure if she was smiling or if that was just how her 
wrinkles hung. 

The woman grabbed Erec’s hand and studied his palm. “Oooh, it’s you! It’s 
about time,” she said, giggling. “You’re a tough one. Spirited. Nothing will keep 
you down. Just don’t get too full of yourself. Be aware of who’s around you. You 
must learn to trust others, but also which others to trust. The answers you need 
are without as well as within.” 

“Thanks,” Erec said, uncomfortable. The woman kept staring at him. He 
wondered if she wanted money for the unasked advice, but then she shuffled 
behind the counter. 

“Can I help you?” 

“T need a wooden arm that can pick things up.” 

The woman nodded. “Of course. You’!l need an arm with a good mind so it 
can help you.” 

She slid a finger over rows of wooden arms in a case, pulling out three as 
she went. They looked like jointed sticks with pincers on the end. A light- 
colored wooden arm bent easily in her hands. “Willow. Wise old wood. This’ ll 
have good reach. Flexible is good for your needs.” 

She lifted a darker arm. “This is a used one, from a crafty wizard, so it could 
help you the most. But he might have trained it to do odd things.” She pushed it 
off to the side. “Of course, that one’s far less expensive.” 

She lifted the third arm. It was black, with detailed carvings that looked like 
hieroglyphics down the side. “Egyptian burl wood. This one is specially 


charmed to protect its owner. Of course it’s pricey, but it’s made for life-or-death 
situations.” She glanced at Erec. “It’s a smart one, this arm, and worth the price 
if you need it.” 

Life-or-death sounded right to him. “PI take it.” 

The old woman muttered an incantation in a singsong and the arm shivered. 
“Are you trained in the arts of magic, boy?” 

Erec shook his head. 

“Well then, we’ll put a button at the end that will make it grip.” She tapped 
on the arm. “You move the arm with gravity or by willing it.” 

Erec thanked her and paid four gold rings and five silver shires. 

The woman glanced at Bethany, still on the stool looking as if she could 
murder someone. “What about you, dear? Is there anything I can do for you?” 

“No, thanks.” 

“Are you sure, dear?” 

Bethany’s eyes widened. “Oh. Yes.” She ran to the woman. “My cat was 
stolen. I need her back. Please.” 

A smile seemed to light beneath the wrinkles. “That’s better.” The woman 
studied Bethany’s hand. “Oh my...my. Do you know how special you are?” 

Bethany tried to smile back. The woman patted her palm. “You have great 
powers within you, my child. You have no idea. Learn to harness them. Those 
fears you have are childish. Let them go. You are much stronger than those you 
fear.” The woman squeezed her hand and let go. Bethany stared, transfixed. 

“Tt’s okay, dear.” A wrinkled hand patted Bethany’s shoulder. “Let’s talk 
about that cat.” 

Bethany was jolted from her reverie. “Her name is Cutie Pie. She was just 
stolen right before I came in here by the boy who bought the remote control.” 

“T see.” The woman nodded. “What would you like me to do?” 

“Bring Cutie Pie here now.” 

“Aah,” the woman croaked. “If only that were possible. I cannot sell my 
services, only my goods. But there is one thing I can do. Would you like to see 
your cat?” 

“Yes, please,” Bethany said, excited. The woman opened a drawer and 
pulled out a large object covered in black cloth. She set it on the counter and 
pulled the cloth away, revealing a crystal ball. With a wave of her hand, vapors 
swirled within it. “Put your left hand on the ball.” The old woman put her hand 
on the other side. 

“Cherished crystal, from when the earth was young, show us this girl’s cat... 


Say its name, child.” 

“Cutie Pie.” The swirling mists formed into the image of a bag hanging from 
a hook on a wall. A hand shook in front of the bag, blood dripping from one of 
the fingers. Curses filled the air. 

“Show us inside the bag,” the woman whispered. The image changed, and 
there was Cutie Pie curled within a cloth sack. Someone had dropped cat food on 
top of her and she was eating it. 

Balor Stain’s voice echoed. “Stupid cat. You’|l learn who your new master is 
or you’|] stay in there. Forever. I want a cat that tells people’s secrets, and you’re 
mine now.” 

Cutie Pie did not seem concerned as she licked cat food off her paw. Bethany 
looked panicked. “What can we do? Can she hear us?” 

“No, child. She can’t hear us, and you can’t make anything happen. But you 
could...suggest something to her.” 

“What? To bite Balor’s hand off?” Bethany asked. 

The woman cackled. “Looks like she’s already tried that. Maybe something 
more practical. Say, for example, you give her the idea to escape. Maybe to use 
those sharp claws on that bag, hmm?” 

“Oh, yes!” A smile lit Bethany’s face. 

“Go ahead. Tell her.” 

Bethany told Cutie Pie to use her claws to escape. The cat held up a paw and 
turned it, examining her claws, and then pushed her paw against the bag. The 
cloth was thick, but a claw popped through. She wiggled it until a tiny hole 
appeared. 

The woman let go and the image disappeared. “Can we watch her more?” 

The woman shook her head. “Too much is spying, even on your cat. Give 
her time, she’ll come back.” 

“What if she can’t get out? The fabric looks tough.” 

“T bet she will. If you don’t see her in a week, come back.” 

“Can I come see her tomorrow?” 

The woman cackled. “Patience, girl. You owe me a shire.” 

Bethany looked sheepishly at Erec. “I didn’t bring any money.” 

He gave a handful of silver and gold to Bethany. “Keep it. It’s as much yours 
as mine.” 

Bethany seemed calm as they walked into the evening light. “Did you hear 
what she said when she looked at my palm? It was like she was reading my 
mind.” 


“What, that you’re so powerful?” he teased. 

“No! She said my fears are childish, and I’m stronger than those I fear.” 

“Who do you fear, Balor?” 

Bethany rolled her eyes. “My Uncle Earl. I’ve always been afraid to stand up 
to him. It was such a relief to escape him.” 

“Funny,” Erec said, “she didn’t seem right about my palm at all. That whole 
thing about trusting others. I have no idea what she was talking about.” 

Using the burl wood arm was awkward, but Erec soon was able to close the 
pincer hand with the button. Steering it was harder. The joint was flexible and 
moved in four directions. However it moved, gravity pulled the far limb down. If 
he twisted it, he could give it finer motions, but it wasn’t easy. He let Jack and 
Oscar try it awhile, telling them it was a game. They weren’t much better than he 
was. He picked up pieces of paper on his bed and practiced putting them on his 
pillow until he could barely hold his eyes open. 


Saturday morning Erec woke with a start and grabbed the wooden arm from 
under his pillow. The formula was fine. Wolfboy guarded it by his bed. He had 
to practice with the arm. Jack and Oscar were out so he pulled a chair against the 
door and put his glasses on. His mother sat on her rocker, deep in thought. 

“Mom?” 

“Did you get a wooden arm?” 

“Yup. Four gold rings and five silver shires.” 

June winced. “Boy, we could have used that money in Upper Earth.” 

“Well, we have it now, tons of it. We can get a house again, with our own 
rooms.” 

She nodded. “I’ve thought about it. I don’t want you to come through these 
dungeons, now that I know what is in here. But it’s important that I get out of 
here. If there was anyone else I could ask. But you are special, Erec. You can do 
this. Even though you have only one good eye, you have a better inner vision 
than most people. You’! have to be ready, though, by tonight.” 

Erec smiled. “So, how do I beat a shadow demon?” 

“Resolve. You must know yourself and trust yourself. It will steer you off 
track, make you doubt, call to your worst feelings and emotions. They have great 
power over the shadow side of people. It is our other side, the goodness and trust 
in our nature, that can beat them. So, to defeat it, you must fill yourself with 
belief in your goals, yourself, your goodness. Then walk right through it. If you 


do, it will disappear. If you don’t, you’ ll die.” 

“That’s it? I just walk through it? You’re kidding.” 

“Yes, but you need to be filled with hope, love, and belief to do it.” 

“And what if I’m not? What if I just run through it with a blank mind?” 

“You won’t be able to. To prepare, you must meditate. Sit alone. Concentrate 
on your belief in yourself, your purpose, who you are. Do you understand me?” 

“Yes.” Erec thought it interesting that his mother said he needed to believe in 
himself, and the old woman at Medea’s said he needed to believe more in 
others...at least some others, whatever that meant. 

“Shadow demons are among the worst thing you can run into. Don’t 
underestimate them. If you don’t have a respect for their power, you’d better not 
come.” 

“I do. Pll be fine.” 

“Check with me later. And don’t forget to meditate, okay?” 


Erec cut paper into squares and practiced putting them on the wall. It was slow 
going. Finally, he took the wooden arm and Wolfboy outside, grabbing a bottle 
of Flying Donkey Nectar from the cafeteria on the way. 

Erec tried pulling blades of grass, which was much harder than putting paper 
on the wall. For fifteen minutes he reached for a leaf hanging from a low branch. 
Each time the pincers got close, gravity pulled and the hand fell. 

“Can I have a try?” Bethany appeared behind Erec. 

“Tt’s hard.” Erec handed her the arm. She looked it over, turning it various 
ways and playing with the button. Then, on her first try, she plucked the leaf that 
Erec could not reach. 

“How did you do that?” Erec tried not to sound annoyed. 

“T willed it there. Like the old woman said.” She handed the arm back to 
Erec. 

“How?” 

“T just told it to, kind of.” She shrugged. 

Erec reached for a different leaf, but the hand crashed down. 

“Focus. Move it in your mind.” 

Erec concentrated hard and the hand twitched a little before it dropped. 
“Ugh.” 

“You’ll figure it out,” said Bethany. “I’m going to buy treats for Cutie Pie, 
when she comes back. Want anything?” 


“You aren’t, by chance, going to Medea’s to try to see Cutie Pie again?” Erec 
grinned. 

Bethany suppressed a smile. “Well, that woman said I couldn’t. But you 
never know, maybe somebody else is working there today!” She left, nearly 
running, for the agora. 

Erec concentrated hard on the arm. He wished it was as easy to use as the 
scepter. He held it so the far limb drooped, and willed it as hard as he could to 
reach up. It waved a little. He tried harder, but each time it barely moved. 

Erec felt like his head was about to burst. He held his breath and squeezed 
with all his might, trying to force magic from the arm. He aimed again for the 
leaf. This time the arm did not move at all. 

All of a sudden, a leaping lizard flew at Erec’s face. Without thinking, Erec 
swatted it away. But instead of his hand, it was the wooden arm that stretched 
easily through the air and sent the creature flying. 

Erec stared at the arm. When it hit the lizard, he hadn’t even tried to make it 
move. Well, not exactly. He just used it like it was his hand. Erec reached up the 
tree the same way that he swatted the lizard and grabbed a leaf. It was easy. He 
had been trying too hard. 

He spent the rest of the morning reaching for leaves, plucking blades of 
grass, picking tiny bits of dirt from the fountains, scratching Wolfboy’s ears, and 
moving paper all over the place. At one point he thought about meditating. It 
seemed silly. He knew who he was. Meditating wouldn’t help as much as extra 
time practicing with the arm. 

By afternoon, the wooden arm was like a third hand. Better, really. When he 
reached with it, no matter how fast, he never missed. Like the old woman said, it 
seemed to have a mind of its own. 


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN 


Shadow Demon Logic 


"TonIGHT WAS THE big night. He had the formula, the paper, and he could work 
the arm perfectly. He was ready. He put his glasses on to reassure his mother that 
everything would be fine. 

“Mom?” 

She was lying in bed flipping through Better Castles and Dungeons 
magazine. She looked up with a smile. “I hope I see you tonight.” 

“The arm works great, Mom. It’s so easy.” 

“Good. Have you been meditating?” 

“Oh...yeah.” Erec promised himself he would later. 

June hesitated. “There’s a password to get into the outer dungeons with a 
Port-O-Door, so only Pluto’s staff can get in and out. My friend undercover here 
told me this week’s password.” She hesitated for a moment. “It’s ‘heat blister.’ 
Erec, I trust you. You can do almost anything you try to do. Just don’t be stupid. 
If things go wrong, turn back.” 

He didn’t answer, and at last she continued. “King Pluto has castles under 
each continent: I’m in Americorth North. A code will be printed on the Port-O- 
Door. Memorize or write it down so you can open it from the inside. And make 
sure you remember exactly the way back to your Port-O-Door. That’s crucial.” 

“Or I’m stuck in the dungeons forever.” 

June shuddered. “There is no forever here, Erec. You wouldn’t last that long. 
The goal is to be quick and decisive. In and out, okay?” 

“Okay, Mom.” 

“The inner dungeon has concrete hallways that open up in front of the prison 
cells. You’ll see me. The cells are clear force fields hanging in air. I’ll get rid of 
my inside scenery before midnight so I can see you, too. 

“Don’t forget, you might run into a prison guard or a bronze or silver ghost. 
The ghosts can’t touch you, but a prison guard could get in the way. Use your 


Sneakers to distract them. Hopefully they’ll be asleep.” She sighed at all the 
obstacles he would face. “Thanks for rescuing me. I love you, Erec.” 

“I love you, too. How do I use the formula to get you out?” 

“Its easy. Put it by my cell and say, ‘Suntribo,’ and then run. You’ll have 
thirty seconds before it blasts. If you drop or throw it, it will explode right away, 
and you could get hurt.” 

“Hold on.” He wrote “Suntribo” on a piece of paper and taped it to the jar. 

“Don’t forget to bring your paper pieces and wooden arm tonight with the 
formula.” 

Erec practiced with his arm the rest of the day. When he concentrated, he felt 
twinges of sadness and discord around him: the Substance. Focusing seemed to 
make him more aware of it. 

Before dinner he tried meditating under a tree. He thought about believing in 
himself, but his mind kept wandering to food. Maybe he should try after he ate, 
but it seemed silly. He knew who he was. At least, enough to walk through a 
shadow demon. 

He knocked on Bethany’s door on the way to dinner. “Did you see Cutie Pie 
in the crystal ball?” 

“No. The old woman was there again. I found out she is Medea. Before she 
shooed me away, she winked and told me that Cutie Pie was fine and I needed to 
give her more time. Did you figure the wooden arm out?” 

“Finally. It’s easy now.” 

“Too bad we gave up the vanishing caps. Of course, the destroyers find you 
by smell.” 

“And the shadow demons just sense you’re there somehow.” 

“T guess gills won’t help much in the dungeons.” Bethany sighed. “I can’t 
wait to meet your mom. I bet she’ll figure out what’s wrong with King Piter. 
Maybe she’ |! get to the bottom of what happened at the armory.” 

“That could send her right back into the dungeons,” he pointed out. “She’ ll 
have to go home to my brothers and sisters.” He added darkly, “We’ll have to 
move again, to hide from whoever caught her.” 

Bethany saw that he was nervous. “Do you want me to distract the guard at 
the gate tonight so you can sneak through?” 

“Sure,” he said, glad she was coming. “I’m going close to midnight.” 


They walked through the gardens late after dinner. Erec worked his wooden arm 


continuously, picking up rocks, stones, and flowers to burn off his nervous 
energy. He kept putting leaves on Bethany’s nose. 

“Cut it out!” 

“T’m sorry. It’s just really good practice.” 

They played a game of tag, where Bethany ran and Erec tried to put paper on 
her nose with the wooden arm. That calmed him down quite a bit. Then they 
talked about how to hide his mother once she was free. 

At a quarter to midnight, they went inside. Erec put on his Sneakers and took 
a big pile of cut paper in a plastic bag with a pen. He wore long pants and a 
jacket, to protect him from dripping acid rock, and tucked his burl wood arm 
under his right arm. He slid the glass jar of blasting formula from under his bed 
and patted Wolfboy on the head. 

Erec held the jar carefully. If he dropped it, he would not see his mother...or 
live to see anyone at all. He wished he had practiced using his wooden arm while 
holding a jar, but it was too late now. 

At the west wing, the guard at the rope looked half asleep. He held a remote 
control limply at his side. Nobody else was in sight. 

“Good luck. See you in the morning.” Bethany walked up to the guard while 
Erec slipped into a shadow by the corner. The guard looked confused as she 
asked him a series of pointless questions like “When will the castle turn onto its 
other side?” 

Erec slipped under the rope while the guard was turned away and stole 
noiselessly down the hall. If a maid saw him, he would say he was looking for 
Spartacus Kilroy because he felt sick. He knew it didn’t make sense, but he 
hoped she would feel sorry for him and let him go. 

The Sneakers let him run fast, silently, and smoothly so the formula did not 
bounce in the jar. He slowed at comers so he would not have to stop suddenly 
and disturb it. The halls seemed empty. 

Erec turned another corner, only to find Balthazar Ugry standing at the end 
of the long hallway. His eyes narrowed. A chill filled Erec as his gaze connected 
with Ugry’s. 

Ugry soared toward Erec. 

Running blindly, Erec darted down one side hall and then another. At least 
Ugry wouldn’t be able to hear his footsteps. 

For some reason, Erec could not hear Ugry’s footsteps either. Maybe he was 
too far to hear. But he knew Ugry was following him. He peered around a corner, 
and it was empty. Cautiously, he walked down the hallway, stomping his feet to 


throw sound down another corridor. 

It seemed to work. For a while there was no sign of Ugry. Then he heard a 
growl. “He won’t get far. Just wait until I get my hands on him.” Erec ducked 
into a darkened doorway, shivering. It occurred to him that Ugry might be 
invisible. 

Erec didn’t hear anything for a long while. He snuck back down the hallway. 
Right before he turned the last corner, he saw Ugry’s back at the other end of a 
long hallway. He stamped his feet and darted toward the Port-O-Door, hoping 
Ugry did not see him. 

The doorknob turned easily, and Erec stepped into darkness. When he shut 
the door behind him, the small vestibule lit up. At the top of the screen, under 
PORT-O-DOOR, was written password: 125709. Erec scribbled the numbers on a 
piece of paper and stuffed it into his pocket. 

The screen split into four sections labeled ALYPIUM in white, ASHONA in blue, 
AORTH in red, and OTHERNESS in Yellow. Erec grabbed the pointer and touched 
AORTH. The screen divided into seven red sections: AMERICORTH NORTH, 
AMERICORTH SOUTH, EURORTH, ASIAORTH, AUSTRALIAORTH, AFRICORTH, and AUNT 
ARCTICORTH. Erec touched AMERICORTH NORTH, and the screen showed a rough 
map. 

Erec had a feeling that Ugry was close by. He touched a dot in the middle of 
the map labeled KING PLUTO’S CASTLE. An outline of the castle appeared, with 
lines dividing it into floors. Most said ACCESS RESTRICTED, except for a small part 
of the ground floor and the dungeons. He poked the bottom layer, DUNGEONS. 

An overhead drawing of the dungeons popped onto the screen. The areas 
were not labeled. Erec touched the exact center of the dungeon with the pointer. 
A sign on the screen said ACCESS RESTRICTED. He tried a few spots close to it, 
again with no luck. 

Ugry’s voice was close through the door. “If he thinks he can get away...” 

Erec’s breath caught. Compared to Ugry, the monsters of the dungeon 
seemed like nothing. He moved the pointer slightly from the center, working as 
fast as he could. He had a feeling that Ugry would burst in at any moment. 
Finally the screen said lock, and he typed in the password “heat blister” and 
heard the doorknob click. 

Erec opened the door and a blast of heat burst in. The hallway glistened with 
red rock walls coated with wet slime. A bitter smell filled the air. Bethany had 
said to try several areas before going in, but Ugry was too close. This spot 
seemed as good as any. 


Erec stepped through the door and shut it behind him. Despite the awful 
smell and the heat, Erec was relieved to be far away from Ugry. He was now far 
across the world...and so close to his mother. His wooden arm was in his right 
hand, a stack of cut paper in his left, and his left arm wrapped around the glass 
jar of blasting formula. He was armed and ready. 

He walked down the hallway, careful to remember which way he was going. 
The red walls oozed with acid. He turned the corner and almost walked into a 
skeleton holding a pair of scissors. His heart leapt into his throat. For a moment 
he thought it was a destroyer. 

Holding paper in his wooden hand, Erec carefully walked around the 
skeleton. His blood raced with excitement and fear. The bubbling, dripping walls 
turned his stomach. A huge red droplet slunk down nearby and hit the floor with 
a crackle. Tiny red drops spattered everywhere. Steam hissed as one landed on 
Erec’s jacket. It left a perfectly round hole in his sleeve. 

Erec wondered why his mother hadn’t warned him that the dungeons were 
excruciatingly hot. Didn’t she know? Soon, he left his jacket on the floor, even 
though his arms were unprotected. He held the jar tight. He hoped he wasn’t so 
sweaty it would slip through his arms. 

The sound of his own panting filled his ears. He turned again at the end of 
the hallway. Then he heard a hiss. He looked behind him. 

Something bulged out from the wall. The gloppy red rock seemed to be 
taking on a life of its own, forming into something like a head, and then, more 
clearly, a hand. Shoulders and arms thrust from the rock with a wet smacking 
sound. 

A blank stone head swung toward Erec. There was a black hole where the 
middle of the face should have been. Below it, red fluid dripped from a larger 
opening. It ran onto the thing’s stony chest. It looked like living, moving rock. 

Erec stared at the destroyer. He remembered how they attached their acid 
mouths, digesting people before they devoured them. 

He froze at the awful sight. His heart pounded hard enough to burst through 
his chest. The thought of running up to the indestructible creature with a long 
arm and paper seemed ridiculous. 

The creature emerged with a thud. It stomped toward Erec, shaking the floor. 
Erec sprang into motion and darted away. He ran to the end of the hallway. 

The creature swiftly overtook him. Erec’s breath jerked in spurts, but he was 
barely aware of it. He flew around the corner and then stopped. 

It was strike first or be eaten. With one swift motion he stretched his burl 


wood arm as far around the corner as it could go. As soon as the destroyer was in 
reach, he put paper over the thing’s suction hole. 

It stuck. The tiny corner of paper that touched its mouth hole sizzled away. 

Erec darted back around the corner. The destroyer continued forward, arms 
out in front, but slower. It looked silly and grotesque at the same time, paper held 
onto its nose in an eternal sniff. The thing walked straight into the wall, where it 
sucked back in with a pop. 

Before Erec could catch his breath, two more destroyers emerged from a 
wall in front of him, faceless heads swinging toward him. 

Erec’s heart and lungs were running at hyper speed, pounding and panting 
wildly. He tried to focus. His body told him to run, but they would easily outrun 
him. He grabbed paper with his wooden hand and took a step, shaking, toward 
the closest destroyer. As soon as it was within reach, he popped paper over its 
nose hole, avoiding its broad arms by reaching high and letting the wooden arm 
arc down. He dashed away. 

The destroyer turned its head wildly, swinging and hitting walls. Finally it 
stumbled onto the floor. The blind creature must have needed smell to tell it 
where the walls were. Without smell, it was in a blank void. 

The other destroyer pounded down the corridor toward Erec. Roughly it 
shoved the confused destroyer out of its way. Erec was ready with paper. The 
wooden arm worked like a charm. In a moment the baffled creature was 
attacking the other destroyer. Soon they jostled back into the walls. 

Right then another destroyer appeared behind him. Erec reached high on his 
toes to paper it and then darted down the hallway. He was amazed that he had 
not had a cloudy thought. They seemed to come to him in far less dangerous 
situations than this. Maybe it was because he already knew what to do. But it 
would be nice to know which hallway to take. Erec was amazed that for the first 
time in his life he actually wanted a cloudy thought. 

A destroyer turned the corner right in front of him. He jumped back and 
reached it with paper just in time. Behind him, two more appeared. Erec ran 
back and papered the closer one, but it continued to walk in his direction. He ran 
to the middle of the hallway, but he was stuck between two of the stony goliaths 
walking right toward each other. 

Erec dropped to the floor, careful not to jiggle the formula, and looked 
wildly around. The two destroyers continued straight toward him, even though 
they couldn’t smell him. He was about to become part of a terrible sandwich. 

In wild fear, he crawled in the direction he was first headed. The destroyer 


strode toward him, but did not reach down to him. He scrambled between its 
legs, tripping it. 

The thing spun and hit the wall. The other one tripped over it. Both tussled 
on the stone floor, confused. In the meantime, Erec took off. 

At the end of the hallway, four more destroyers sucked out of the walls, one 
in front and three behind him. These were closer than before. Erec worked 
quickly with paper on the closest two and then waited, trapped between them. 
He squeezed the glass jar to his chest. 

The two destroyers that still had their smell pushed the other one toward 
Erec. He had an urge to splash the formula on them, but he would probably end 
up blasting himself to pieces. He wondered with a sick feeling if he would ever 
find the inner dungeons or if he was trapped with these monsters forever. 

The destroyers came dangerously close. Erec crouched, ready to crawl past 
one’s legs, but then it stumbled, disappearing, into a wall. He ran down the 
hallway, thankful that his magic Sneakers made his shaky strides steady. The two 
uncovered destroyers behind him pushed past and tore after him. 

Before Erec reached the end of the hallway, a bunch more squeezed from the 
wall behind him, at least five. He was sure that, sweating and panting, he was a 
flashing neon billboard by now to their sense of smell. He didn’t stop but 
rounded the corner and saw an amazing sight. 

The hallway ahead of him was filled with destroyers, lumbering toward him 
with outstretched arms and dripping mouths. And behind them, at the end of the 
hallway, bright light gleamed. The inner dungeons. 

Erec felt so close, but the disgusting stone zombies surrounded him. He 
would never make it. He reached with his wooden arm, unsure which way to 
point it first, when his head started to spin. It was the heat and the smell. He was 
fainting. Either the jar would drop or he would be devoured by acid. Either way 
he would certainly die. He grabbed the jar tighter as the creatures approached. 

Then the fog in Erec’s head melted. He was having a cloudy thought, 
different from any other. His stomach felt fine. The dizzy feeling was much 
shorter, possibly because he would die if it lasted longer, and his determination 
was stronger than he had ever known it to be. He felt as if his strength had 
doubled. 

Instead of fighting the cloudy thought, he became one with it. For once, it 
felt like his own will in action, not something outside of himself. Maybe because 
he knew he would die without it or because he had learned to believe, a little, in 
magic and in himself. 


When the cloudy thought took hold, Erec flung paper onto the suction holes 
of three nearby destroyers. He dropped to his knees, cradling the jar, and ducked 
under a confused destroyer’s leg. It tipped into the crowd behind it. Erec came 
up with paper outstretched, covered another nose hole, and crouched, using the 
papered one to knock several more down behind it. 

The light at the end of the tunnel approached. Four more destroyers were in 
the way, close together and drooling red. Erec put paper on the closest and 
stepped back. Another butted by it, and he reached it with paper as well. The two 
confused destroyers were pushed closer by the two behind them. They fell to the 
floor. 

Erec stepped onto the back of a destroyer. He put paper on the third one and 
leapt into it, kicking its chest, and shoving it into the fourth. He ran over them, 
but the fourth one reached up and grabbed his wooden arm, snapping it in two. 

Erec stumbled backward. The destroyer got up, towering over him. His 
wooden arm was his only protection, and now it was gone. He ran for the light, 
but the destroyer was faster. 

The entrance to the inner dungeons was in front of him, and he flung himself 
through. He squeezed his eyes shut, expecting to be clobbered and sizzled with 
acid at any moment. 

Nothing happened. 

Erec opened his eyes. The destroyer drooled and pawed the air at the 
entryway to the inner dungeons. Apparently it could not enter the well-lit, 
concrete hallways. 

Erec carefully tested a white wall to assure himself there was no acid. It felt 
fine. He walked around a corner to get out of sight of the destroyer and collapsed 
against the wall in a heap. He set the jar on the floor, slid down, and rested his 
head on his knees. All he could think was, I am here. 

Sweat coated him and, even in the heat, he started to shiver. He sat for a long 
time until his breathing slowed, and he felt better. For the first time, he had not 
been sick after a cloudy thought. He wondered why. 

The burl wood arm was gone, but he was close to his mother and he had the 
blasting formula. He hoped she knew a better way out, because it would be 
impossible to go back to the Port-O-Door. 

The hallways were well lit but empty, probably because it was the middle of 
the night. The prospect of coming up against an armed guard seemed like 
nothing after what Erec had gone through. And a shadow demon...well, he just 
had to walk through it. 


Every now and then a part of the wall would be gone and a clear, floating 
room would hang suspended in its place. Erec could see right into each cell. 
Their gleaming, shining walls were made of the force field material. He 
wondered if most of the inhabitants put up what looked like a room inside, like 
his mother did, so they wouldn’t have to see the dungeons. A tentacled creature 
lifted an eye and watched him walk by. 

Most people and creatures were asleep. His mother had said she would be 
waiting by the edge of her cell. He walked through hallway after hallway with 
no luck. Finally, around a corner in a gap in the wall, there she was. 

June jumped up and down, waving wildly and cheering. Erec could not hear 
a word she said. He walked to the edge of her cell. 

Suddenly, someone behind him cleared his throat. Erec glanced up the 
hallway. There he saw himself in a full-length mirror. But his image moved as he 
held still. He froze. The boy who looked exactly like him walked toward him. 

“Now,” said the boy in Erec’s own voice, “you didn’t think I’d let you just 
walk right in and out of here, did you?” 

Erec stared, mouth open. It was stranger than he could believe, watching 
himself walking around and saying weird things. This was obviously a— 

“That’s right,” the boy who looked like Erec said. “I am a shadow demon. 
And you are Erec Rex, confused and misguided boy who thinks he is here to 
save his mother. When really it’s me who is here to save you.” 

Erec really did feel confused, listening to this thing that looked like himself. 

“You think you can take that incredibly strong formula and blast your poor 
mother out. Do you know what would happen to her if you did that?” 

Erec looked at himself suspiciously. “She’d get out.” 

The shadow demon that looked like Erec sighed. “She would die from the 
explosion. And then I would have to kill you for breaking a prisoner out of here. 
I really don’t want to have to kill you. What a future you have! Stop and think, 
Erec. Do you know how strong that formula is?” 

Erec remembered the huge explosion in Hecate Jekyll’s storerooms from 
dropping one drop of nitrowisherine alone. 

“That’s right,” said the shadow demon. “Do you want to kill your mother, 
Erec? That’s what that stuff would do.” He pointed at the jar. 

Erec reminded himself what his mother had said about the shadow demon 
trying to steer him off course. All he had to do was walk right through it. That 
easy. 

Yet when Erec took a few steps toward the shadow demon, it took the form 


of a destroyer with a gaping, acid-dripping mouth. Erec backed away and 
gasped. The shadow demon instantly changed shape again to look like Erec. “I 
really wouldn’t recommend coming any closer,” he said. “You don’t know how 
easy it is for me to kill you.” He laughed, an innocent boy’s laugh. 

“Your mother is sadly misinformed. She got her information about shadow 
demons from gossip magazines. We’re very misunderstood. But that old myth 
about walking through us is the worst. That’s the way you die. Try it if you like.” 
The shadow demon changed shape back into a destroyer, but this time with a 
swaying cobra’s head coming from its stomach. Erec backed away without 
thinking. Again the shadow demon took on Erec’s features. 

“T’m not saying there is anything wrong with your mother. She’s very sweet, 
actually. But she’s of no use here. Won’t talk. We’re letting her go in two days. 
So you just need to go back and wait. That way you’ll both be together soon, 
right?” 

Erec glanced at his mother. She obviously could not hear their conversation. 
She was gesturing wildly for him to run at the shadow demon. 

“See, there she goes again,” Erec’s image calmly said. “She means well. But 
this isn’t the first time she’s been wrong, is it? I mean, she didn’t even know how 
hot the dungeons were, did she? Her little cell is cool enough. She doesn’t know 
what it’s like out here. Or...did she warn you about the heat?” 

Erec wished she had. “It’s okay.” The shadow demon sighed. “She loves 
you. But she’ll never understand you. She has you all caught up in this insane 
rescue mission, but you have more important things to think about. Like that 
scepter. King Pluto’s scepter. You used it, Erec. That takes incredible power. And 
you felt it, didn’t you?” 

Erec nodded. He did feel that power...could almost feel it now. 

“You’re ready for it, Erec. And you’re so close. Only two more contests. 
Then one of them is yours. And why only one? Maybe two? All three? Who else 
can use them like you?” 

Erec pictured the scepter in his hands so vividly he felt it, mouth watering. 
Then he remembered where he was and why he was there. The shadow demon 
seemed able to steer his thoughts so easily. Well, he wouldn’t let it. His mother 
had warned him... 

The boy who looked like Erec shook his head and laughed. “Do I look like 
an evil murderer to you? Wouldn’t I have killed you by now?” 

Erec looked at his mother, who was now standing limply in her cell. She said 
to just run through it. Maybe she was right. 


The shadow demon said, “Do you think King Pluto is so evil he has ruthless 
killers patrolling down here? I’m here to keep order. I really don’t want to kill 
you or to clean up the mess of your mother that blasting formula would make, so 
Pd advise you to go now. Go and get that scepter, be with your new friends, 
show those Stain boys who’s boss.” 

Erec’s head spun. If he ran into the shadow demon he could be killed, and he 
might blast his mother with the formula. But his mother had said that if you 
don’t walk through the demon, and it melts your resolve, then you become its 
chocolate soda. 

Erec’s mirror image grew more serious. “I didn’t want to have to bring this 
up...bad feelings and all...but it looks like I have to. Do you know why your 
mother is a prisoner?” 

Erec shook his head. Against his better judgment, he really wanted an 
answer. 

“Pretty strange she didn’t tell you herself, huh? But why would she? She’s a 
criminal, Erec. You were right when you suspected she stole that money and the 
Sneakers. But there was more. Much more. 

“Your mother is not to be trusted. She tried to kill the royal triplets almost 
ten years ago. Just snapped. Went crazy. She ended up kidnapping two of them, 
your brother and sister Danny and Sammy. But don’t be angry at her, Erec. She’s 
really not evil. Just confused, crazy maybe.” 

Erec’s head was swimming. All of his doubts were coming to the surface. 

“You always knew she was a little off-target, didn’t you? All those times 
growing up when she talked about ‘magic this, magic that.’ Ridiculous.” 

His old feelings of embarrassment surfaced. He had tried to tell her he was 
too old for those dumb stories, she just wouldn’t listen. 

“And then there is that small incident of erasing everybody’s memory of 
you. How does that feel? Did you know that nobody from your class in school 
last year remembers you at all? That’s right. Did she really say she wouldn’t do 
it again?” He shook his head and clucked his tongue. “She can’t help it. Don’t 
blame her. She thinks she knows what she’s doing...really. Just don’t do 
anything stupid now because she told you the wrong thing.” 

Erec stared at the glass jar in his hands. He felt ridiculous. What was he 
thinking coming here? “Can I put my glasses on and talk to her before I go?” 

Erec’s image smiled. “Take your time. But remember, she’s a little unstable. 
You’ll have to break it to her easy that you’re leaving. Tell her we’re letting her 
out in two days. But be kind, she’s very confused.” 


Erec put the glasses on and he was back in the room with his mother. Instead 
of looking at him, she stared through the now clear wall at what looked like two 
versions of Erec, one walking slowly toward the other that had glasses on. He 
stared at the two images of himself, transfixed. 

“Take those off,” she screamed. “Get out of here! He’s coming to kill you!” 

“Mom, he’s not killing me,” Erec said. “You’re getting out in two days. I 
don’t need to blast you out.” 

“Erec, he’s lying,” June cried. “Take the glasses off now! Walk through 
him!” 

“Mom, it’s okay. Really.” 

“Erec! Listen to me. Don’t believe the shadow demon!” 

Erec looked through the clear force field of his mother’s cell. One version of 
himself was now swiftly approaching the other. It was strange, mesmerizing, to 
be one place and watching two of yourselves through a big window. 

June screamed, jolting Erec into alertness. The shadow demon grew, 
changing into a hideous beast with long fangs. The beast opened its jaws wide 
over Erec. 

Erec yanked the glasses off just in time. The beast’s mouth was closing over 
him. He tried to run, but was frozen where he stood. Something strange sank into 
him. Not teeth, exactly. He felt lighter, as if he was disappearing. 

Erec was lifting from the ground. Despair filled the last bits of his 
consciousness. He had lost. He believed the shadow demon. In a burst of anger 
and hope, he flung the glass jar of blasting formula at his mother’s cell. 

A white-hot, fiery explosion pushed him into the air. He couldn’t see the 
shadow demon’s jaws, but they were still there as his body crashed against the 
dungeon wall. 

Everything began to fade. In a gray mist he heard a woman cry. A soft 
swoosh of cloth fell around his body and face. He fell into blackness. 


CHAPTER NINETEEN 


Really, Really You 


AFTER THE DARKNESS, the dreams started. Erec was chased by himself, and the 
self that chased him split in two, then four. Soon hundreds of Erecs were 
everywhere, trying to kill him. His mother floated overhead, shouting advice. He 
tried to throw her the jar, but it exploded in the air. He grabbed a scepter to save 
them, but it wouldn’t work. All was lost. 

He woke up dizzy and sweating. Nothing looked familiar. He heard voices 
but didn’t know whose they were. Everything was white. When he tried to move, 
his hand stung, and he saw a tube there. A sheet covered him, and under he wore 
a white hospital gown. 

A familiar voice said, “No, I just ate lunch. Thanks.” Then, in a moment, 
Bethany was looking down at him. How could she be here? Where was he? He 
wondered if he was dead or having a dying vision. 

“You’re awake!” Bethany shouted. “He’s awake!” 

Dr. Mumbai was there in a flash. “Erec?” She took his pulse and listened 
with her stethoscope. “What happened to you last night? Did someone kidnap 
you?” She looked upset. 

Erec shook his head. Every muscle ached when he moved. It seemed 
incredible, but here he was in the royal hospital in the castle. Could his mother 
have managed to send him here? 

“You could have died last night. Thank goodness somebody brought you in. 
I had to use the cardiorestarter to get your heart on track. What happened?” Dr. 
Mumbai crossed her thin arms. 

Erec shrugged. “I don’t know.” 

“Bethany says you might have been sleepwalking. Is that what happened?” 

“T think so,” Erec looked at Bethany, thanking her in his mind for coming up 
with a great cover, as usual. “Who brought me here?” 

“Great question. Someone put you here in the middle of the night and woke 


me up with this.” She held up a scrawled note reading, “You have a new patient. 
Rick Ross needs you immediately.” It was not signed. 

“Did you see who left the note?” Erec was short of breath. 

“No. I felt a jab and it dropped into my hand. By the time I turned around, 
whoever left it was gone.” Dr. Mumbai was bewildered. “And then there you 
were, white and clammy, barely breathing. Your heart was racing and your 
pressure was dropping fast. 

“You were in shock, and I have no idea why. There was no evidence of 
injury. I ran six liters of fluid in and gave you Normotension. Your blood 
pressure stabilized, but you stayed unconscious. Every now and then you got a 
terrified look on your face.” She touched his cheek. “I thought I was too late.” 

Erec pulled himself up slowly, which made him dizzier. “Can I go?” 

“Absolutely not. You will rest here for a few days at least so I can watch 
over you. And those glasses! I couldn’t get them off last night. They really could 
have gotten in the way if you needed surgery.” 

“But the fifth contest is tomorrow morning,” Bethany said. 

“That’s too bad.” Dr. Mumbai checked her watch. “Pl be back later with 
more Normotension. You lucked out, kid.” 

Erec dropped back onto his bed. When the doctor was out of earshot, 
Bethany whispered, “What happened?” 

Erec squeezed his eyes shut. “I failed,” he said hoarsely. 

Bethany looked worried. “Tell me everything.” 

Erec glared at her. “That’s it. I failed. I’m a big loser. My mother told me 
exactly what to do, and I couldn’t do the simplest thing. I decided to believe a 
shadow demon rather than my own mother. And then it was killing me. I should 
have died.” 

Bethany stared at him. “Who brought you here?” 

“T have no idea.” Erec put an arm over his face, wanting to block out the 
entire memory. 

“Don’t worry. Rest up. I’ll sneak you out of here tomorrow morning. Eat lots 
of ambrosia. That stuff’s like chicken soup—” 

“Butt out, Bethany,” Erec interrupted. “I think you’ve helped me enough.” 

Bethany’s chin puckered. She said quietly, “I just thought—” 

“That’s the problem,” Erec said. “You think too much—of me. Pll never live 
up to your standards, or my mother’s, or anyone’s. I couldn’t have even won the 
fourth contest without your help. PII never win the fifth. You go. You’re 
obviously a queen-to-be. Leave me alone.” 


“Erec...” Bethany’s eyes were wide. 

Erec scowled. “Just go away.” Bethany left with a sniff, and Erec 
immediately felt terrible. He was really angry with himself. He dreaded putting 
his glasses on and facing his mother, but she must be worried sick. She might 
even think he was dead. 

Then Erec’s breath caught. What if something bad happened to his mother in 
the explosion? The shadow demon said she would die. What... 

Erec bit his lip. He had to face what he had done. See if she was okay. He 
brought the glasses to his face but dropped them. Not now. He was too weak and 
tired and miserable to even imagine his mother hurt, or face her disappointment. 

He closed his eyes. Soon he would get the nerve to check. He would have to. 


Erec slid the curtain around his bed and pulled the sheets over his head for more 
privacy. His hands trembled as he brought the glasses to his face. The darkness 
changed to a very dim light. Erec looked around, not sure where he was. 

He heard his mother sobbing. It looked like she was in a strange, dark 
kitchen. A refrigerator reflected the light of a flickering streetlamp outside. 
Amazingly, this was not King Pluto’s dungeons. His mother sat, head collapsed 
on a table, wailing. 

“Mom?” 

June didn’t hear him at first, so he said it louder. She jerked up, looking 
suspiciously into the air. “Erec?” Her eyes were red and her face was swollen. 

“Mom, I’m fine. I’m fine, Mom. It’s okay.” 

June burst into tears. “Am I imagining this?” 

“No. It’s really me. I don’t know what happened last night. I’m so sorry I 
messed up, Mom. I was so stupid. It’s just...that shadow demon really knew the 
right things to say.” 

June clutched a pillow to her chest. “Where are you?” 

“T’m in the royal hospital in the castle. Dr. Mumbai said someone put me in 
a bed last night. I guess I didn’t look so good. But I’m fine now.” 

June looked like she didn’t trust Erec’s voice. “Are you sure you’re alive?” 

Erec managed to laugh. “The way I’m aching, I’m too sure.” 

“T’m just imagining this,” June wailed. “This can’t be real.” 

“Maybe I’m imagining it too. I thought I was a goner. But Dr. Mumbai did a 
pretty good job, I guess. We have no idea who saved me.” 

June burst into laughter, tears rolling down her face. “Oh, thank God. It 


almost looked like...but it was too much to hope for.” 

“What?” 

“Tt was so hard to see. You were lifting off the floor, getting pulled into the 
shadow demon. Something shimmering was coming out of you. Then there was 
the huge explosion, and it was hard to see you at all, but the shadow demon was 
still there. And then, something strange. A flash of black cloth. You soared away. 
It looked like it chased you with a roar. I had a moment of hope...but it seemed 
ridiculous. How could you have survived? Then I thought that was just the way 
the shadow demon works. It was so hard to tell.” 

A smile played across her face. “You did it, Erec. You got me out. You threw 
the formula at my cell, and it worked. So I did what I had to. I escaped into King 
Pluto’s castle. Once I was out of the force field I could do a little magic, so I 
came home, grabbed the kids from their beds, and ran to a friend’s apartment. 
They’re all fine, Erec. They’re sleeping.” 

June blotted her eyes. “Are you dead? I can’t imagine someone saved you. 
Unless someone powerful...King Piter?” She sniffed. “Maybe he saved you. I 
am talking to you now, aren’t I?” 

“Yes.” 

June smiled broadly. “Yes. Here I am, talking to you now. I did see you get 
pulled from the shadow demon... You’re alive!” June was now pacing the room, 
squeezing a kitchen towel, and jumping up and down. “You’re alive! You’re 
alive! I love you! You’re alive!” She threw the towel in the air. 

Erec couldn’t help smiling. 

“You better get your bottom in gear to win those next two contests. You’re 
going to win that scepter and save Alypium!” 

All of the aches he felt came back in a rush. “I could just come home.” 

She shook her head. “Come back now, and we stay in hiding forever. If you 
can use a scepter to help King Piter return to normal, we’ll be protected. I know 
you can do it.” 

“You’d trust me after what I did?” 

“Shadow demons are incredibly good at finding our weak spots. I should 
have known you weren’t ready.” 

Warmth surged into Erec’s arms and fingers. His mother clasped a teacup to 
her heart, singing, “It’s really you, it’s really, really you.” Then she put it down. 
“The twins are acting a little strange, but I think they’ll come around when 
things settle down. Anyway, don’t use the glasses too much when I’m here. I 
don’t know if somebody could trace them somehow and find us. They send 


waves through the Substance. We’ll be moving soon. When you’re ready to 
come home, put them on and PII tell you where to go.” 

“Aren’t you coming to help wake up King Piter?” 

June laughed. “With King Pluto right there and whoever else has it in for 
me? Who would I help if I ended up back in the dungeons? No, I’m counting on 
you.” She looked into the air, hands clutched over her heart. “I’m sorry I didn’t 
tell you more about where you were from, years ago. It would have been 
dangerous, but I should have figured out a way. What I’m trying to say is...it’s 
my fault you didn’t trust me more.” 

“Great. Because I have lots more questions.” 

June looked embarrassed. “Well, we’ll see. When is the next contest?” 

“In the morning.” 

“Get your rest.” June grinned. 

Erec took his glasses and the covers off and sat up. He flipped on the light 
by his bed. He called out, “Any ambrosia around here?” 


Erec started to feel much better. Dr. Mumbai’s gray cat with X-ray vision, 
Seeker, walked back and forth over him, looking again for internal injuries. 
There were none. 

“Please can I go? I feel fine.” He ignored his aching muscles. 

“No. I need to keep my eye on you a few more days.” 

“But the fifth contest is tomorrow. I have to be in it.” 

Dr. Mumbai cocked an eyebrow at him. “I can’t let you risk your life. We 
have no idea why your body went into shock. What if it happened again in the 
contest? You’d stress your system far more than just sleepwalking.” 

Bethany would have thought of a way to bust him out. Her feelings were 
probably still hurt or she’d have come back. Erec felt like an idiot. He pulled the 
covers over his head. 

He had only disappeared for a minute when he heard someone come in the 
room. When he peeked out, Bethany was standing there with two tall nectar fizz 
sundaes. 

“Pm sorry,” Bethany said. “I can’t imagine what you’re going through. I 
shouldn’t have been so—” 

“Stop!” Erec shouted. “Don’t apologize. I’m the big idiot. I’m sorry. You 
were right. I just hated myself for messing up so bad, and it all came out.” 

Erec sat up and a smile filled his face. “But it’s okay now. It worked! My 


mom is free. She’s with my brothers and sisters, and they’re all fine. They’re still 
on the run, so we have to win those scepters and help King Piter snap out of it. 
Then we can go home in style.” 

Bethany bounced up and down on her toes. One of the nectar fizz sundaes 
spilled onto her arm. “You did it!” She gave him a sundae and pulled a chair up. 

Erec told her every detail about the dungeons. Bethany squealed when she 
heard about the destroyers coming from all sides. The awful adventure became 
fun to describe, especially from his safe hospital bed. They toasted their sundae 
glasses when Erec told how he threw the blasting formula at his mother’s cell. 

“PII come back around eight tomorrow morning. We’ll get you out of here 
for the contest,” Bethany said. “It starts at ten.” 

“TIl try to be ready.” 


Erec awoke to the dim light of the hospital ward. The windows were shuttered. 
He had no idea what time it was. Bethany had not shown up, so maybe it was 
still early. If he only had bought a watch. 

The room was quiet. A few kids were asleep, and a girl nearby read a 
magazine. Erec pulled the IV line from his hand. A few drops of blood ran over 
his skin. He slid his clothing on underneath the gown. His pants and shirt stunk 
of bitter dungeon odor and sweat. The smell made his stomach clench. 

The IV machine started beeping. He rushed out of the open ward into the 
office. Only one door led into the castle, but it was locked. Erec rooted through a 
desk looking for keys, frantically throwing papers and files from drawers. 

He heard giggling. He turned, and there stood the girl who had been reading 
a magazine. “There’s a button on the wall,” she said. “You can open the door that 
way.” 

“Thanks!” Erec raced over and pressed the button. The door popped open 
with a buzz. 

“No...thank you. I’m Darla Will. You saved me from the swamp gas.” She 
smiled. 

“Do you know what time it is?” 

Darla pointed to a clock hanging between bookcases. It read nine o’clock. 

“Thanks,” Erec said. “You really know your way around here.” He 
wondered if Bethany had overslept. 

“Tm here a lot.” Darla bit her thumbnail. 

“You sick a lot?” 


She nodded. “That’s my gift—a curse, really. If anybody gets sick or hurt 
around me, I get it too, only twenty-four hours earlier. I came in Friday night in 
terrible shape, probably with whatever happened to you on Saturday night. But 
my roommate brought me here before it got as bad.” 

“You had hypo-whatever shock?” 

“T guess. I just felt sick and horrible, and my heart was pounding.” 

“Did you see who brought me here Saturday night?” 

“No. I was asleep. Give me your gown. Pll make it look like you’re still in 
bed. And Pl shut off the IV.” 

“Wow. Thanks, Darla.” 

“Good luck in the contests, Rick Ross!” 

Erec raced through the castle. His muscles still ached, but he didn’t care. He 
guessed he had time to shower and change and still get to the maze before ten. 

After changing he pounded on Bethany’s door. “Open up! It’s time to 
conquer Alypium!” 

Melody opened the door with a sad look. 

“What’s wrong?” Erec asked. 

“Bethany’s gone.” 

“What do you mean?” 

“Her Uncle Earl found her. They just left.” 

“No way.” Desperation filled Erec. “Why would she go with him?” 

“She seemed pretty afraid. He wasn’t happy.” 

“Did he know the fifth contest was this morning?” 

“He didn’t care. He had some kind of magical chain so she could never walk 
farther than ten feet from the newsstand again.” 

“Did he say which way they were going?” 

“He mentioned a Port-O-Door at Alypium station.” 

Erec ran. Between his Sneakers and his fears for Bethany, he had never run 
faster. He wasn’t sure if they were taking a bus to the station, but he ran to the 
closest stop just in case. 

There was Bethany. She looked defeated and lost next to the man he 
recognized from the newsstand, what seemed like eons ago. Like the first time, 
her Uncle Earl seemed familiar, in a terrible sort of way. Erec remembered 
everything Bethany had said about him, and he filled with anger and hate. 
Bethany would not get on that bus. 

“Bethany.” Erec ran to her as the bus pulled up. “Let’s go.” He grabbed her 
hand and tried to run. 


She looked paralyzed with fear. Her uncle pulled out his remote control. 
“No, not again!” she cried. 

“Come on, Bethany,” Erec said, pulling her. Her uncle pointed the remote at 
her, and she lifted from the ground, howling in pain. Erec grabbed the remote 
control from his hand and smashed it into a rock. Coils and wires came out. 
Bethany dropped down. “Run!” 

They ran into a wooded area near the castle, her uncle close behind. “Keep 
going,” Erec said. “Pll meet you behind the maze. We still have time.” Erec 
swung to face Earl Evirly. Earl was bigger and taller, but compared to a 
destroyer he looked like a mouse. Erec remembered toppling the stone giants 
into each other, and he charged, diving at Earl’s knees, knocking him over like a 
bowling pin. 

Earl howled and cursed, rubbing his legs. He reached in his pocket but then 
seemed to remember Erec had broken his remote control. “You thug...you’re 
going to get it for this.” 

“Yeah, we’ll see.” A tangle of vines hung from a tree. Erec shook some 
loose. 

Earl winced and rolled over. “I think you broke my leg, you hoodlum,” he 
whined. 

“You deserve it. Put your hands behind your back, or Pl break your other 
leg.” Erec tied him tight to a tree with the vine and ran. 


CHAPTER TWENTY 


The Under Mine 


BetHAny was BEHIND the maze with the fifteen kids put to sleep by the sirens in 
the fourth contest. Kilroy, Umpee, King Pluto, and Ugry stood to the side, Ugry 
glowering worse than ever. A small crowd sat by the maze, including Jack, 
Melody, and Oscar. 

Erec realized that Ugry might pull him out of the contest. The last time they 
saw each other, Ugry had been wildly hunting for him in the west wing. He 
stepped behind some kids to hide from Ugry’s view. 

“Where’s Uncle Earl?” Bethany sounded panicked. “I didn’t know he had a 
remote control. He must have hidden it from me all this time.” 

“He’s tied up in the woods.” 

She looked at him in shock. “We’re in for it.” 

“Pm glad to see all seventeen of you made it to the fifth contest,” Kilroy 
said. 

Balor slid close to Erec. “Here’s our friend, the hero, who likes to make 
explosions. You like explosions, Rick Ross?” Erec ignored him as Balor 
swaggered back to his friends. 

Kilroy continued, “This contest is called the Under Mine. As you know, it 
was devised by King Pluto.” The king smiled and nodded at the group, giving an 
extra nod when he met Erec’s gaze. 

“Tt’s nice and simple,” Kilroy continued. “You go down into a cave, find 
your way through the pathways and around the obstacles in the darkness, then 
out the other end. The first nine out will win.” 

Bethany said, “Our odds are fantastic. Over half of us will go to the last 
contest, and a third of those will win!” 

“Which third, I wonder?” Erec looked at Balor, Damon, Rock, and Ward. 
Then he noticed what they were holding. “We should have brought our 
Magiclights,” he whispered. “Other kids have theirs.” 


Kilroy led the group to a large pit in a field. Balor and his friends stood at 
the far end. Others followed them, figuring they must know something. Kilroy 
blew his whistle. “Go!” 

Seventeen kids slid into the darkness. Magiclights flashed on. Balor, Damon, 
Rock, and Ward, lights on their hats, dashed up a mound of dirt and disappeared 
through a small hole. Only a few kept up and ran through after them. Everyone 
else clustered in that direction. 

Magiclights flashed on and off, lighting up dozens of tunnels that led in 
different directions. Ramps went up and down, large rocks blocked passage 
entryways. The Under Mine made the castle maze look like a cakewalk. Erec 
and Bethany followed the light left by others, and searched for flashes in the 
distance. He could not imagine how difficult this would be if nobody had lights. 

On the other side of the hole that Balor climbed through were just as many 
twisty passages and obstacles. Balor’s group was long gone, so kids spread out 
to search, and it became even darker. Erec felt along a wall, blackness around 
him. He tried not to think about being lost in twisty caves in utter darkness. 
Everything felt like it was closing in. It helped to take deep breaths and 
concentrate on winning a scepter. 

Bethany had a tight grip on the back of his shirt. “I’m not getting stuck here 
alone. Let’s follow them.” She pushed Erec toward three kids with Magiclights. 
“They have as much a chance of finding their way out as we do. More, I guess.” 

The Magiclight hanging in the air started disappearing as kids realized that 
others were benefiting from it. The caves got even darker. A boy ahead of them 
climbed up a large rock and through a hole in a low spot of the cave roof. Erec 
wondered if he upset something heavy up there, because a booming rumble 
sounded from above. 

The walls and floor began to shake. A strange chorus of hoots and hollers 
erupted. Glowing bronze sheets of light sailed in from one of the tunnels. They 
cackled and shrieked, with eyes glowing like red coals, smashing Magiclights 
against rocks, whirling kids through the air. Erec realized they were bronze 
ghosts. 

The bronze ghosts seemed to love chaos and destruction, for they laughed 
and whooped as they soared. A few kids thrown by the ghosts had hit their heads 
and looked hurt. Erec stood in front of Bethany, shielding her. At one point, a 
ghost dove at him, but before he touched Erec the ghost’s hand froze in midair. 
The ghost grunted, and flew on to throw a boulder at other kids. 

The glowing ghosts flew out another tunnel as fast as they had come in, 


leaving the room in utter darkness. Erec reached for Bethany’s hand. They felt 
the walls for any openings left by the ghosts. 

“Tt’s okay,” Bethany’s voice shook. “Kilroy will realize that we’re stuck. 
They’ ll get us out.” Erec tried not to think what Ugry would do—probably plant 
a flower on the dirt over the cave and dust his hands. 

The walls started to shake, much harder this time. Then there was a huge 
explosion. A wall blew into the cavern. The dirt roof fell in heaps. Rocks 
splattered through the blackness. With a thunderous rumble, the cavern filled 
with dirt from above. 

Muffled screams came from all around. Bethany’s hand yanked out of 
Erec’s. He crouched in the blackness. “Bethany? Are you okay?” 

He could hear her crying. “I’m stuck. I’m going to die. Ohhh, help me.” Erec 
reached toward her voice. A huge rock sat on Bethany. She was panting as if she 
could barely breathe. Then Erec heard gurgling and her breath stopped. He felt 
and found her face was in a pool of water. 

“Oh, no, you’re not.” Erec put Bethany’s hand into the water, hoping her 
Instagills would work. 

Then his head started to spin and he felt like he was floating. It was another 
cloudy thought, and he was never happier to have one. He focused deep within 
to put all of his energy into it. 

It told him the way out. And more than that, it told him where to go to save 
those that could be saved. First he slid behind the large stone on Bethany, kicked 
away the rock wedged behind it, and shoved it off her. 

She lay in silence, but he knew she was alive. He scooped her from the water 
and made his way over the wreckage to a boy with blood on his head lying in the 
dirt. “Up you go.” Erec reached into the blackness and grabbed him under his 
arm, walking alongside him. Two more girls could walk once they were freed, 
and another boy was carried by the walking kids. As a group, they made it 
slowly through the rubble, through tunnels to the cave’s exit. 

Erec pushed Bethany out first, then climbed after her, pulling the others 
behind him. She deserved to win after what she had gone through. 

Kilroy paced at the exit. “What’s going on?” He stared at Bethany and the 
badly injured boy. “What happened? They need to get to the royal hospital, fast. 
I heard loud noises, but I couldn’t get a hold of anybody.” 

Erec saw Balor Stain grinning, and remembered he had been making 
explosives. Erec pointed. “He did it. They set off explosives in the caves before 
they got out. And bronze ghosts were down there. There are more kids stuck.” 


Kilroy looked shocked. “Balthazar and I thought something was wrong. 
Only seven of you came out before the noises started. There must be...four left. 
Balthazar just went in to see what was happening.” 

Erec shuddered, but Ugry appeared moments later with a girl, who was 
gasping for breath, floating under an arm of his cape. His eyes were slits and he 
looked monstrous. Erec shuddered when he saw him. “These contestants are 
going to the royal hospital,” Ugry said. 

Ugry waved his walking stick, and Erec, Bethany, and the others were 
suddenly lying in beds in front of a shocked Dr. Mumbai. “The cave fell in on 
us,” Erec said. “Bethany and these two are really hurt.” 

Dr. Mumbai’s hands dug into her hips. “And what were you doing there? 
Did risking your life to be in the contest help anything?” 

“Tt helped us get out. He rescued us,” said a girl. 

“Yeah, and he won, too,” said a boy. 

Erec, for the first time, realized that he and Bethany had won. Kilroy had 
said that seven kids were out, and Bethany and Erec had been next. Bethany lay 
limp in her bed. Erec sat next to her. “You hear that, Bethany? You won. You’re 
on your way to being Queen Bethany of Alypium.” 

Dr. Mumbai pushed everyone aside and took Bethany’s pulse, feeling her 
breath with her hand. 

“Step away.” She looked at a girl whose leg was soaked in blood. “Everyone 
who can breathe, move down the ward.” She pushed Bethany’s bed near the boy 
who was bent over, moaning, and pulled curtains around them. 

During the next hour, the other three kids stuck in the Under Mine appeared 
in various states in hospital beds. Every time the room cheered. None of them 
were as bad off as Bethany or the boy. Finally, Dr. Mumbai emerged. Everyone 
looked up. “They’ll be fine. It looks like Bethany’s Instagills saved her. Thank 
you, Erec.” 

Erec’s body relaxed. The aches he felt that morning came back with a 
vengeance. Relieved that Bethany would live, he collapsed onto his bed with a 
grin. 


Erec woke from a nightmare of crashing caves and destroyers. For a moment he 
forgot where he was and had no idea what time it was. He heard arguing. 
Bethany’s Uncle Earl was telling Dr. Mumbai that Bethany needed to come 
home right away. 


“Not on your life,” Dr. Mumbai said. “I’m in charge here, although there 
seems to be a little confusion about that lately. She is in no shape to get up at all, 
let alone leave.” 

Earl flinched. “When can I take her, then?” he whined. 

“When I okay it. It will be at least three or four days.” 

Earl stood over Bethany, arms crossed, like one might stand over a lump of 
gold. Erec noticed a glint in Bethany’s eye. Instead of looking afraid, she looked 
pleased, somehow, as if things were perfectly under control. Erec wondered why, 
because he had not yet figured out how to stop her from being carted away 
again. 

Earl said, “Don’t think you’re keeping her here three more days. My 
newsstand is losing money every moment.” Then he left. 

Bethany’s eyes narrowed. “Oh, boy. Will he be sorry.” She coughed. “Wow. 
It hurts to breathe.” 

“Aren’t you afraid of him?” Erec asked. “He probably bought a new remote 
control.” 

“Who cares?” Her voice was getting stronger. “After almost dying, being 
smashed under a huge rock in the pitch black, Earl and his tricks seem like 
nothing.” 

Erec thought of how he felt about Earl after having been trapped with acid- 
dripping destroyers, and he laughed. 

“T was afraid of him since I was tiny. Well, I’m not his slave anymore.” 

Dr. Mumbai appeared with a big, green, gloppy spoonful for Bethany. She 
swallowed it bravely. Erec hoped she was right. 


Spartacus Kilroy came into the royal hospital with a dazed look and a deep 
scratch on his cheek. 

“Was that from the explosion?” Erec asked. 

Kilroy’s hand flew to his face. “Oh, this? No, it’s nothing.” He shook his 
head as if to clear his thoughts. “I want to thank you for your bravery in the 
Under Mine. You really helped these kids.” He gestured around the room and 
smiled. “You won, you know that, right? And, even though we’re all a little 
shook-up, I’m excited to tell you that the final contest will be tomorrow 
morning.” 

“What?” Bethany said. “Aren’t there going to be investigations first? Find 
out who was responsible for the explosion and then kick them out?” 


Kilroy shook his head. “Not my choice, anyway, but we need new rulers 
now more than ever. King Piter isn’t doing us much good. It’s time for new 
blood. Anyway, the sixth contest was recently changed. You’re, uh, going to 
have to get something of value from a dragon’s lair. We’re taking you tomorrow 
morning.” 

“Perfect timing!” Erec smiled. “Bethany should be better by then.” 

“Bethany?” Kilroy looked confused. “You want to come?” 

She nodded slowly. “Well, yeah,” 

“She won too. She got out ahead of me.” 

“Yes, but you took her out. And her uncle is eager to get her home. She’s 
been through enough.” 

“No! She’s coming. Or I quit.” 

Bethany shook her head at Erec, while Kilroy looked at him strangely. 
“You’re kidding, right? You’ll go on without her. You wouldn’t drop out now.” 

“Watch me.” 

Kilroy put his hands up. “Okay, okay. She can come. I’ll pick you both up 
tomorrow morning...where...here?” 

“Fine,” Erec said, confused. “What about the other winners? Aren’t they 
coming?” 

“Oh, yeah. They’re going to different dragon lairs, of course.” 

The door banged open, and Balthazar Ugry swept into the room. “You are 
not taking this boy to that dragon lair. You hear me, Kilroy?” Erec’s breath 
caught. Ugry smelled worse than usual, almost bitter, like Pluto’s dungeons. He 
looked terrifying. 

Kilroy stared. “What, over your dead body?” 

Ugry’s voice thundered. “You do not amuse me. The boy stays.” 

“There’s no reason for that.” 

“Really? I caught him pilfering in the king’s chambers the other night. He’s 
disqualified.” 

“Balthazar, not to doubt your word, but where’s your proof?” 

Ugry’s eyes burned as he stared at Kilroy and then Erec. He turned and left 
without another word. 

“Well,” Kilroy said, “looks like he doesn’t want you finding something.” 

“Hey,” Bethany said, remembering something, “don’t we get prizes for 
winning the fifth contest?” 

Kilroy laughed. “I’m sorry. With all the commotion I entirely forgot. Here.” 
He fumbled around in his pocket. “Why don’t you take these.” He handed Erec 


and Bethany each a small vial of gold glitter. “Heli powder. Dust a little on and 
you can fly for an hour.” He winked. “Usually kids don’t get to fly, so enjoy it. 
See you here tomorrow at ten. And don’t worry about Balthazar.” 

After he left, Bethany asked, “Did it seem funny that he let me come 
tomorrow just because you said you wouldn’t go without me? I thought he’d just 
say fine, we’re both out.” 

“He’s a good guy. He saw that it’s only fair.” 

Erec and Bethany clinked their heli powder vials together. “Here’s to the 
future king and queen!” Erec said. 

“Three kids out of the last nine will win—that’s one in three odds,” said 
Bethany. 

Erec had a bad feeling their odds were a little worse than one in three, with 
Balor Stain in the picture. 

“Just think, if I become queen I can lock my Uncle Earl in a dungeon.” 


CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE 


Aoquesth 


"THE NEXT MORNING Erec and Bethany were ready, Magiclights and heli powder 
vials tucked in their jacket pockets. Erec wore his Sneakers. 

Kilroy showed up at the royal hospital a few minutes before ten, looking 
pale and worried. Erec noticed that he was not wearing his usual blue cape. King 
Pluto was with him, wearing a long, thick coat and a big grin. 

“Who’s taking the other seven kids?” Bethany asked. 

“Other judges.” Kilroy looked unhappy. “Let’s go.” 

King Pluto raised his scepter and the four appeared at the mouth of a large, 
stone cave. Stoney Rayson was waiting there. 

King Pluto smiled. “Erec is first. Here are the rules. A dragon in there is 
guarding something that you need to get. It’s an eye...the dragon’s eye. Use any 
means possible. Have you learned any magic? I could give you a remote 
control.” 

“T don’t know that kind of magic,” Erec said, feeling nervous. “I’m supposed 
to take an eye out of the dragon?” 

“Oh, heavens, no.” King Pluto laughed. “The eye isn’t in the dragon. He’s 
guarding it. Getting it might be...challenging. Cleverness is your best bet. Take 
your time. If a full day goes by, we’ll send in...Bethany here to make sure you’re 
okay. When you get the eye, bring it out, carefully, and hand it right to me. That 
would make you a winner. If you mess with it at all, try anything silly, you not 
only lose, but you go straight into my dungeons...and I think you know how bad 
that is. Understood?” 

Erec nodded. He was amazed King Pluto knew he had freed his mother from 
the dungeons and he was still letting Erec compete. 

“Then I get a turn?” Bethany asked. 

The king threw her a withering look. “You’re next.” 

Erec heard a sharp noise like a laugh and he looked back. Something moved 


behind some bushes. He wondered what it was but could not see anything 
unusual. He frowned. “Can I use your scepter?” 

King Pluto cocked an eyebrow. “My scepter alone won’t do the trick. The 
dragon is very powerful.” He thought a moment. “If you absolutely need it, 
come back out and we’ll see.” 

“What’s the name of this contest?” Bethany asked. 

King Pluto frowned. “I don’t know. AdviSeer Kilroy, what would the name 
of this contest be?” 

Kilroy’s voice shook. “Good question. Since it’s a new change, we didn’t 
think up a name. I’d call it the Dragon’s Eye.” 

Erec walked to the craggy rocks that formed the cave entrance. The 
passageway narrowed and got darker farther inside. Erec peered in, remembering 
the Under Mine caving in. He wondered if the dragon breathed fire. Could it 
burn him to a crisp? Should he be wearing heatproof armor? How in the world 
could he trick a dragon? 

His imagination went wild as he thought of all the dragons he’d seen in 
books or movies. What would it look like? Maybe it would be as small as a dog. 
Yes, it must be harmless. He wouldn’t be sent anywhere where he might die, 
would he? He turned on his Magiclight, filling the passageway with light. 

Around a corner he heard a loud booming noise. As he got closer, he 
realized it was laughter. Wild, raucous laughter, coming from the dragon. The 
chortles were so earsplitting and deep that Erec realized this dragon was bigger 
than a dog. He slowed down but forced himself onward. 

The dragon cackled, “Oh, this is keen. Really. They sent another one. Will 
you fools never stop trying to get the eye? How do you like to be done, lightly 
toasted or deep fried?” 

Erec froze at the doorway and looked into a huge, rounded cavern. Light 
abounded from an unseen source. The cavern sparkled. Gems of all sizes and 
colors were fixed to the walls in wild patterns. Ruby-encrusted tabletops 
overflowed with stacks of gold bars and bowls of diamonds. In a corner, black 
leather chests brimmed with treasures. 

Scepters and remote controls were neatly stacked alongside piles of magical 
items. Suits of armor, swords, chain mail, and shields, highly polished and 
gleaming, were artfully arranged. Some of the suits were posed in fighting 
positions, others lined in neat rows. 

Erec had the feeling that the swords and armor were from grown men stupid 
enough to think they could fight a dragon and win. And here he was, a boy, with 


no armor, no remote control. If only Kilroy and King Pluto knew! They would 
never have sent him here. 

The laughter died down. “Oh, I suppose you’ll want me to give you some 
sort of test, hmm? A riddle? A game? Well, let’s get on with it. I am a bit hungry. 
You’ |l never get it right... you can’t. But dragons do like games, you know.” 

Erec’s eye caught on something. There, hanging from a jeweled dagger in 
the wall, was a bright blue cape with a big white star and a tear in the side. 
Kilroy was here! Erec was stunned. They knew what they were sending him 
into. And it might be his death. 

There was movement in the far corner of the cavern. A huge black nest of 
iron shavings and tree branches fused with melted gold, silver, and jewels 
gleamed from an immense alcove. A shiny, black, jointed wing unfolded and 
then closed again over a huge back. Glittering red and purple-black scales 
covered its body, and blood red spines grew down its back and tail. The beast’s 
immense muscles rippled. 

Erec was mesmerized, sure he was about to die, yet fascinated with the 
stunning creature that would kill him. Why anyone would try to harm one of 
these beautiful, powerful beasts was beyond him. The dragon was around twelve 
feet tall and twice as long, but it moved smoothly and gracefully. Steam gushed 
from its nostrils with each chuckle. 

Its gaze met Erec’s and the laughter stopped short. The dragon stared at him 
for a long time. One of its eyes glowed bright green, and the other was dim. 
Oddly, Erec’s fear vanished. The dragon looked wise and beautiful, in a 
powerful, immense way. 

“What a surprise,” the dragon said. “But, then again, this is when your father 
said you would arrive. My, you look different.” 

“My father? You know me? We haven’t met, have we?” Erec said. 

“No, we have not met. But I’ve seen your picture. You look entirely 
different. Oh, pardon my manners. Let me introduce myself. I am Aoquesth, at 
your service. Please, don’t worry. I won’t hurt you. Come sit.” 

Erec took a deep breath, and walked stiffly into the cavern. For some crazy 
reason, he felt safe. And maybe, just maybe, he could get that eye. 

He sat at an ornately carved onyx table close to the dragon. “It’s so good to 
have company.” The dragon sighed, resting on its haunches. “Ah.” A long claw 
pointed at Erec’s wrist. “Instagills. I have some too. The real kind. So handy, 
aren’t they?” 

Erec nodded stupidly. He couldn’t stop staring at the magnificent creature 


whose black, jointed wings occasionally opened to an amazing span. 

“Pm sure you can talk,” the dragon continued. “Don’t worry, I understand 
every language, just like dragon tongue is understood by all.” 

There was more silence as Erec gazed around the cavern in awe. 

The dragon sighed. “I suppose I must ask you a riddle. It’s one of my rules. 
But don’t worry; I'll help you with it. Let’s see.... Why is the world like a 
defective jigsaw puzzle?” 

Nothing popped into Erec’s mind, but he was quite nervous and it was hard 
to think. 

“Take your time,” the dragon said. “We’ll come back to it later. Tea? 
Biscuit?” He swept a tin off a shelf. Erec shook his head. 

“Let’s play a game. Dragons love games. What do you like? Gin? Chess? 
Poker? Mancala? Senet?” 

“Pm not good at chess, but I don’t know the others.” Erec wondered if 
getting the eye would hinge on a chess game that he would surely lose. “Is there 
a prize of some kind?” 

“Good idea! The most precious prize of all. The only thing we can both give 
equally. Truth. The winner gets to ask a question, anything at all, and get a 
truthful answer. To the best of our knowledge, at least.” 

The dragon set a big amethyst chess board with inlaid marble on the table. 
The pieces were carved from diamonds and rubies in the rough. 

“Would you like a drink? Root scotch? Whiskey? Firewater?” 

“No, thanks.” 

“You go first,” the dragon said. “The pieces are enchanted. You can 
empower them with your inner hopes and desires and fill them with energy. 
Then they will move on their own. If your aspirations are strong and worthy, 
they will make wise choices. The harder you want to win, the better they will 
play.” 

Erec thought this helped his odds. He was no chess master, but his hopes and 
desires were huge. He was so close to winning the eye and becoming king. 

He looked at a piece and willed it to move like it was a hinged wooden arm. 
Nothing happened. 

Aoquesth cleared his throat, a cross between rolling thunder and nails 
scraping a chalkboard. Erec’s spine stiffened. “That won’t work. If you want to 
move the pawn forward two spaces, just pick it up. Or, close your eyes and want. 
Want to win. Want to succeed. Then look at your pieces and implore them to 
move for you. It’s your choice, really.” 


Erec stared. How did Aoquesth know his move? 

“Oh, don’t worry. I can’t read your mind. That is, unless you really 
concentrate, like that.” 

Erec, feeling foolish, pushed a pawn ahead two spaces. The dragon snorted. 
One of his pawns sped forward on its own accord. 

“How long have you lived here>?” Erec asked. 

“About five hundred years. My dear Nylyra died a century ago, so I’ve been 
quite alone.” He sighed a plume of hot steam. “It’s so good to play a nice game 
of chess with company. Recently I’ve been plagued with marauders, all after that 
darned eye. Well,” he chuckled, “at least they’re good snacks.” 

Erec realized this nice visit might come to a bad end yet, when Aoquesth 
discovered what he wanted. He looked at his pieces and thought about winning. 
Winning the contest. Winning the crown. Getting the scepter. Freeing his family 
from a lifetime of hiding. Freeing Bethany from her uncle. His mind swirled 
with need, and he pleaded with his chess pieces to win. His rough white diamond 
knight jumped ahead. 

The dragon chuckled, one of his red knights jumping out. The game went on 
silently. Pawns hopped and bishops swept across the board. The dragon took a 
white castle, then another. 

Erec concentrated. The next piece, a pawn, buzzed in Erec’s mind. It willed 
him to move it with his own hand. He reached to touch it. It quivered with 
energy as he pushed it diagonally to take a red castle. Throughout the game, that 
pawn continued to need Erec’s help, while the other pieces moved themselves. 

“Tt’s the Sicilian Dragon defense.” Aoquesth winked. “Watch your queen. 
She’s playing timid if you ask me.” 

Erec took a breath. His queen was in jeopardy. He focused harder on his 
dreams and protecting his queen, and she was soon safe. He accidentally 
knocked a red pawn off the board, into the pile. Aoquesth set a white one in its 
place. “But...that was your pawn,” Erec said. 

“No, I’m sure it was yours.” 

Erec was delighted when the pawn he had to push with his own hand moved 
into the seventh square. Another followed it, but that one was cornered by a red 
bishop. He couldn’t lose it. He was so hopeful it or the other pawn would make 
it to the eighth square. 

Focus. All of his rage and pain, his wishes and love, rushed out in a torrent. 
And out of the blue, his queen crashed out of nowhere to capture the red bishop. 
Aoquesth took a different pawn, and Erec pushed his pawn into the eighth square 


to become queen. He stared for a minute. “Checkmate.” 

“T’ve never seen that pawn promote and checkmate.” Aoquesth drummed his 
claws on his stomach and leaned back. Erec hoped he wouldn’t be angry and 
burn him to a crisp. “You win. Ask me anything you like.” 

Erec wanted to ask Aoquesth about the eye, but he was too curious about 
something else. “Why do I look different? What did I used to look like? An 
Identdetector said I changed too.” 

“That is really two questions. Dragons like rules, you see. Pll answer the 
first one. If you get the riddle right, with my help, then Pll answer your second 
question. 

“Your mother changed your appearance, magically. She did it to protect you. 
Thanatos Argus Baskania was out to get you. You were in the way of his 
ultimate plans. When you were three, you moved into hiding. June changed your 
looks enough to disguise you, but she kept your eyes as they were...your eye, 
that is.” 

Erec choked. She had told him that herself, but he had not believed her. “But 
Baskania is the most powerful sorcerer in the world. He’s trying to take over 
Upper Earth. He owns the Super A Team. What would he want with me?” 

“That’s a different question.” Aoquesth’s sigh heated the room. “You don’t 
know much about yourself, do you?” 

Erec shook his head rapidly. “What happened to my birth mother?” 

“Now, that’s a fourth question,” the dragon told him. “Let’s not get greedy. 
Have you thought of an answer to the riddle yet?” 

He had forgotten it entirely. “What was it again?” 

“Why is the world like a defective jigsaw puzzle?” Aoquesth stretched on 
the floor. 

Erec’s mind spun. If he could ever answer that riddle, it would not be in a 
cavern with a dragon. Aoquesth reached under a table piled with spun gold and 
silver, and slid a jigsaw puzzle in front of Erec. It was a silly puzzle: a picture of 
dragons flying with fairies. He pierced a puzzle piece with a talon and lifted it, 
tapping the empty space. 

A piece missing from the world? A missing piece? Missing link? Erec 
hesitated, “A piece is missing?” 

Aoquesth chuckled. “Close enough. Peace is missing. Pll count that as 
correct.” 

“So, do I win something?” Erec thought about the eye. 

“Of course. Didn’t I tell you I’d answer your next question?” Erec was 


disappointed, but he tried not to show it. “What did you look like?...Let’s see, 
you were quite young. Your hair was wildly curly, almost white-blond. Your 
mother tried to turn it straight when she changed your looks, but part of it 
refused. Your face was wider. You were very tall and big for your age. Now 
you’re...more average, but your strength is the same as it was.” 

Erec had no baby pictures from before age four. He thought about the rich, 
powerful loony, the “Crown Prince,” wanting him dead. It seemed impossible. 
How would he have even heard of Erec? He would never have believed it 
before, although playing chess with a dragon did tend to make anything seem 
possible. 

“T wish you would stay awhile.” The dragon sighed. “It does get terribly 
boring here. Although I suppose it will be better when I no longer have to guard 
that eye.” 

Erec’s head rose sharply. “Are you giving it to someone?” 

“Yes, of course. You.” 

Erec was totally confused. “You’re giving me the eye? The one you’ve been 
guarding, that people have died”—he gestured around the cavern at the empty 
suits of armor and tables of remote controls—“trying to get?” 

Aoquesth laughed. “Those weren’t all from idiots trying to get the eye. 
Some are quite old. But, yes, I’m giving it to you.” 

“Why?” Erec wondered if he should keep his mouth shut, take it and run, but 
he could not help asking. “Is it because I won at chess and got the riddle right?” 

Aoquesth’s voice softened. “You don’t know? I’m giving you the eye 
because it’s yours. You are the one I’ve been guarding it for, for the last ten 
years, Erec Rex. It is your eye.” 

Erec’s hand flew to his glass eye. He felt dizzy. Nothing made sense. 

Aoquesth blasted flames into an iron stove, and a kettle on top immediately 
whistled. He poured tea into a clean cup with a claw. “Have a sip. You know 
nothing at all, do you?” 

Erec shook his head. The tea was spicy, and burned a little going down, but 
it helped him relax. 

Aoquesth sighed smoke rings. “I’m afraid Pll have to break more of my 
rules today. Oh, my. Dragons and their rules. I had to help you with the riddle 
because I would have had to kill you if you got it wrong, a very old rule of mine. 
It’s just not a good day when I have to break them. 

“T will tell you the story of your eye. A while ago, your father...don’t look 
so shocked; drink more tea...your father was on an expedition. He liked to keep 


a finger on the pulse of other lands. He caught me in a most unfortunate 
situation. I had stupidly flown through a tangle of trees with a fat elephant 
weighing me down, and my wing caught. It twisted in the branches and broke, 
leaving me tangled on the ground. 

“Left alone, I’d have escaped before long. But I was still hurt when a group 
of men found me helpless. I was sure my life was over. A dragon, you see, is 
priceless. Each of our scales is worth a fortune to humans, for medicines and 
potions. Our bones and claws are precious; even our blood brings riches. And 
above all that is the cave nearby filled with...” He nodded toward his 
humungous piles of treasure. 

“Some of the men raised arrows and swords; your magic cannot kill us, you 
know. I tried to breathe fire at them, but I was so tangled I couldn’t turn far 
enough. But your father is a remarkable man. He stopped the others from killing 
me, even helped untangle me. What’s more, and even more embarrassing, I do 
believe he may have actually rescued me once before that as well.” Aoquesth 
cleared his throat with a grating rasp. 

“T owed him a debt of gratitude. He did not want treasure so I offered the 
best I had: my eye. Instead of keeping the power for himself, he chose to give it 
to you. You were too young at the time to use it, of course. But your eye was 
taken, as was mine. They were joined by the very best of sorcerer inventors, 
Heph Vulcan, for you to have on your fourteenth birthday. 

“I suppose things never turn out as planned. You went into hiding. Your 
father knew the eye was not safe, so I agreed to guard it. I was starting to wonder 
if either of you would ever come get it. The number of fools who have wandered 
in here thinking they could waltz out with it was preposterous. And the measly 
amount of meat on men’s bones made them barely worth the effort of the snack.” 
He went into the alcove where his nest was and returned with a small black jar, 
setting it on the table before Erec. 

“What should I do with it?” 

“Tt’s up to you. My part of the deal is done. Throw it away for all I care. But 
you’ll probably want to keep it.” 

“But... m supposed to give it to King Pluto and...Spartacus Kilroy.” 
Kilroy’s cape dangled from the jeweled dagger. He had been here already...to 
try and get the eye? Erec began to wonder what would happen if he gave it to 
them. Would they take it and kill him? 

Erec pointed. “The man who wore that cape...did he try to steal the eye?” 

“I think he wanted to, but the moment he saw me he fled. I missed him, but 


he wasn’t worth chasing. Far too bony.” 

“T’m supposed to give my eye to him, and they’! make me king.” 

Aoquesth laughed. “How feeble! You can’t be that stupid!” He yawned with 
his huge, long mouth. “Tell them to shove off. The eye is yours. Now you have 
to protect it.” 

Erec would never get past King Pluto’s scepter. That is, unless...“May I 
please leave the eye here for a few more minutes?” 

The dragon looked surprised. “Make it fast. My time of guarding this thing 
is up, and none too soon.” 

Erec walked from the cave and saw Balor, Damon, and Rock scramble 
behind some bushes. Bethany was in a chair. She seemed stuck, struggling to get 
up. She shook her head wildly, mouthing, No! 

Kilroy and King Pluto ran to Erec. 

“Did you get it?” King Pluto asked. “Where is it?” 

“Almost,” Erec said. “I think I tricked the dragon. I answered a riddle and he 
was really surprised. Now he can’t kill me. I just need the scepter, and I’m sure I 
can get it.” 

King Pluto’s fist tightened around his scepter. “This is no toy,” he protested. 
“Nobody should use this but me.” His brows knit. 

“But if I win the contest I’ll get one, right?” 

A crafty look crossed the king’s eyes. “Of course. Silly me.” His grip did not 
loosen. “You do know this won’t protect you. Dragons have powerful magic. A 
scepter can’t control them.” 

“Right. Or you would have gotten the eye yourself.” 

“Of course,” said the king. Then his face darkened. “Not.” He crossed his 
arms. “This is your contest, not mine. What was that dragon telling you?” 

“He barely spoke.” Erec shrugged. “Anyway, it’s up to you. Do you want me 
to get the eye or not?” 

King Pluto’s face twisted into an angry half smile. He shoved the scepter at 
Erec. “You better bring this back with the eye or you and your family will wish 
you were dead.” 

A light, pleasant feeling came from the scepter. Words sounded in Erec’s 
head. “Well, now what are you going to do?” It sounded scornful. “I can’t 
destroy the dragon, you know.” 

Erec turned to Bethany, struggling to get out of her chair. He tilted the 
scepter slightly. “Release Bethany,” he thought. Swirls of electricity ran through 
his body and down his arm, and then Bethany shot from the chair. Erec put a 


finger to his lips, and she sat back down. 

“What is it?” King Pluto looked at Bethany, sitting innocently. 

“She just needs to calm down,” Erec said. He pulled the vial of heli powder 
from his pocket and held it up for Bethany to see. He shook it, mouthing, Now. 

King Pluto strode forward. “What do you have there?” 

“Just my prize from the last contest,” Erec shouted as he ran into the cave. 

Aoquesth was humming and rearranging remarkably huge jewels on an 
omate table. The black jar with Erec’s eye lay where he had left it. 

“Thank you for waiting.” 

“You’re welcome, Erec.” 

Erec picked up the jar and found it was warm. “Aoquesth? If I lost the chess 
game, what would you have asked me?” 

The dragon snorted. “If you would use the eye for good or evil. It’s your 
business. But I think you will use it for good, like your father would.” 

Erec wondered how surprised he would have been if Aoquesth asked that 
before he knew the eye was his. “Can you tell me how to get back to Alypium? I 
have a vial of heli powder that will let me fly an hour. Will that do it?” 

“You’ll need to fly three hours, high as you can, due east, straight from the 
mouth of my cave. You will pass over two seas. At the great mountains, you will 
see the giant bubble around Alypium from far off—seeing as you are acquainted 
with magic, that is.” 

“TIl never get that far.” Erec held the small vial up. 

Aoquesth sighed. “I suppose I could let you get caught by those pests who 
tried to get the eye this last ten years. Indeed, I might, had they not made my life 
so difficult, keeping guard day and night.” His chest rumbled. He plucked a scale 
from his leg, set it down, and breathed a stream of fire at it. The cavern grew so 
hot Erec’s skin sizzled. Aoquesth stepped on the scale, grinding it into the floor, 
until it was a pile of black powder. “Rub it all over,” Aoquesth said. “With it, 
you will be able to fly for a day, at least.” 

“My friend outside needs to come too.” 

“Share it. There’s enough for two, I’m sure.” Aoquesth dropped a jar by the 
powder. Erec scooped the hot, sooty dust into the jar. He rubbed handfuls over 
his face, hair and clothing. He chuckled. When he left the cave covered in black 
soot, he would look like a cartoon knight that had been burned by a dragon. 

“You can leave that scepter here,” said Aoquesth. 

“Not on your life!” the scepter squealed in Erec’s head. “See what trouble 
you’ve gotten me in now?” 


“T better not.” Erec gripped it. “The new king will need it.” 

“So be it.” Aoquesth turned back to his nest. “I think we will meet again 
someday, Erec Rex. Good-bye.” 

“Good-bye. And thank you!” Erec left the cave with the scepter, the eye, and 
the jar of dragon scale dust. All eyes turned toward him. For a moment, 
everyone froze. He knew he must look as if he were terribly burned. 

The king came closer and Erec jumped up off the ground. The air seemed to 
thicken as he rose, until it felt like water. It was hard to breathe at first. He pulled 
the souplike wind under his arms and kicked. As he rose higher, King Pluto 
jumped, waving his arms as if he might catch him. “Get back here! Give me that 
scepter...and the eye!” Kilroy and Rayson stared in shock. 

“T don’t know if I can,” Erec said. “I have something to do first.” 


CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO 


The Eye 


Betuany ROSE IN the air beside Erec. She was grinning wildly. They were free. 
As they headed off together, King Pluto and Kilroy disappeared below them. 

They flew east, kicking and paddling, away from the mouth of the cave. 
After they caught the wind, they moved easier. “Thank goodness you didn’t give 
the scepter back. They were going to take the eye, lock you up, and tell everyone 
that Balor, Damon, and Rock won the contests. I guess someone took Ward away 
yesterday, so he’s out of the picture.” She frowned at him. “Why are you so 
dirty?” 

“Dragon-scale dust. It lets you fly a whole day. You’ll need some.” They 
sailed over forests and lakes. “Should we land so you can put it on?” 

“T’m not so sure about landing. I’ll try to do it up here.” 

He handed Bethany the jar, carefully holding the eye and the scepter. She 
rubbed on the dust and dropped the jar over a lake. They flew as straight as they 
could. The sun set lower, helping them aim, and warming Erec’s back as he slid 
through the air. The wind pummeled his face. 

A song crossed his mind: of all things, the lullaby his mother sang since he 
was small, the one that upset him lately. Shock registered as he remembered the 
part about the dragon. 


He’s guarding a gift that is just for you. 

It came from your daddy, with love so true. 
And this special gift, I tell no lie, 

Is your very own dragon eye. 

It was made for you, it fits right in 

So your new life can now begin. 


Erec’s breath caught. He squeezed the jar. 


“Why can’t you use the scepter to get us back?” Bethany asked. 

Erec looked at the scepter, surprised. “I didn’t think about it,” he said. 

The scepter made a sound in Erec’s head like a yawn. “That doesn’t surprise 
me,” it said. 

Erec was glad it had kept quiet as long as it did. He waved it toward Bethany 
and himself, thrilled to use it again. “Send us to King Piter’s castle.” 

Sharp waves of electricity surged through his body, rippling into the scepter. 
The power was tremendous. For a moment he felt like Emperor of the Universe. 
A jolt burst through him, and he almost dropped the eye. He felt like a bomb 
went off, except there he was, standing in the castle entrance with Bethany. 

“That was easy,” Bethany said. 

“For you.” Erec looked around the ornate room at the huge golden 
chandeliers and remarkable tapestries. If only there was somebody he could 
trust. He wasn’t sure what to do next. Keep the eye, of course. Guard it. And 
keep the scepter, too. Maybe he could take over for King Pluto now. He could 
use the scepter to make himself king. He had won the contests. 

A maid came in, saw them, and scurried away. 

“T think we should find King Piter. If he’s under a spell, maybe I could 
reverse it with this.” They walked toward the west wing. 

Hecate Jekyll walked by. She looked at them, surprised. “My, oh my. Look 
at you two. Were you sweeping the chimneys or something?” She chuckled and 
peered closer at their faces. “You two are worn out. Lets make you some 
chicken soup and maybe a plate of brownies.” 

Erec was starving, but he had to find King Piter. “Thanks...maybe later. I 
have something to do.” 

Hecate Jekyll eyed the scepter with suspicion. “That’s not yours, you know.” 

Erec wanted to tell Hecate. Maybe she could help. She was one of the few 
people that seemed dependable. She had taken his side against Ugry, always 
been there with plates of treats. And she knew about magical things. 

“T found a dragon’s eye. It’s mine, but King Pluto wants it. Ugry’s after me, 
and Kilroy, and probably Rayson, too. I have to find King Piter.” 

Hecate put her hands on her hips. “Now, you listen. A dragon eye is serious 
business. You’re right not to give it to anybody. You don’t know who to trust. 
Don’t hide it in your room, that’s the first place they’ II look.” 

She glanced up and down the hallway. “I saw King Pluto a minute ago. He’s 
in the west wing with King Piter. He’s planning to search the castle, and now I 
see why. I know a safe place where nobody will find you. You better run there, 


quick. Let him search. When he gives up, you come out and find King Piter. If 
he sees you now, he’ll get the eye for sure.” She waved for them to get going. 

“Tt’s in the kitchens,” she whispered. “A storeroom under a round metal plate 
carved with an eye. Just say, ‘One eye sees all,’ and you can climb in and hide.” 

Erec didn’t say he had been there before. 

“Grab a snack on your way in,” she said. “But run. Pll throw them off your 
trail.” 

Nobody followed them as they ran to the kitchens. Erec clutched the scepter 
and the jar. 

When he rounded a corner his arm twisted. In a snap the scepter was 
wrenched from his grip. Two big men with eye patches grabbed him and 
Bethany as easily as if they were puppies. A thick man with a scar on his 
forehead walked toward the dormitories with Bethany kicking and screaming 
under his arm. 

Erec tried to wrench himself from the grip of the huge dark man who carried 
him down a hallway. The jar with the dragon eye was under his shirt; he hoped 
the man did not notice it. 

If only he had time to hide the eye. How could he give it up after all he had 
been through...after all his father, amazingly, went through for him to have it... 
after all Aoquesth went through. If King Pluto got it, Erec was headed straight 
for the dungeons, or worse. 

Something about his mother’s lullaby nagged at his mind. It was made for 
you, it fits right in. 

Of course. If only he had thought of it before. He needed to take his glass 
eye out and put his own eye in. He unscrewed the jar and grabbed the slimy, 
slippery orb with both hands, so it wouldn’t slide from his grasp. The jar 
dropped to the floor. 

The man carrying Erec grabbed the empty jar and shoved Erec into a dark 
room, slamming the door behind him. Erec gasped. Countless eyes glowed close 
together with greenish light. It looked like a hundred-eyed monster staring at 
him in the darkness, each gaze boring into him. 

Erec stepped back, shaking. He felt for the doorknob, but it was locked. His 
trembling fingers flicked on a light switch. 

The man before him looked like nobody Erec had ever seen. Eyes covered 
the skin of his face, arms, chest, and neck. His black sorcerer’s robe fell over his 
arms as the many eyes sank into his skin, making him look like Swiss cheese. 
Then they vanished altogether. His flesh seemed to swallow them. 


For a moment his face was a blank oval of pale skin, and then a crooked 
nose erupted like a volcano in its center. An angry, sunken, cold blue eye with 
dark bags beneath burst through at the same time as a thin-lipped mouth split his 
face. In the place where his other eye should be was a terrible, dark hollow that 
he quickly covered with an eye patch. 

Wispy silver gray hair streamed into his sharp widow’s peak. He was tall, 
with a strong jaw, and sneer lines that dug around his thin lips. His icy blue eye 
stared at Erec with a cold, steely gaze. 

Erec now recognized him. He was the man he had seen on television: the 
“Crown Prince.” The man who had tried to kill him when he was young. 

Erec flattened himself against the door. Baskania’s eye seemed to probe into 
his soul. He felt himself weaken as he looked into it. Erec shook his head and 
grabbed the dragon eye tighter under his shirt. 

Baskania cackled. “I see I have no need to introduce myself, Erec Rex. But 
for the record, I am Thanatos Argus Baskania. You may call me Prince Baskania, 
for now. Soon, it will be Emperor Baskania, when the new kings give me their 
scepters. It is my greatest pleasure to meet you.” 

Erec shook. He searched the small room for windows or other ways to 
escape. There were none. 

“Now, please.” Baskania held out his hand. “The eye. I have made myself 
ready.” He removed his eye patch. “That’s right. I’ve taken one of my own 
precious eyes to receive it. Don’t worry; I’ve kept it someplace...handy. But I 
want my dragon eye in place for the coronation ceremony, which will happen 
in”—he looked at his watch—“three minutes.” 

“What eye?” Maybe he could stall for time. 

“The one you’re grabbing under your shirt. I wouldn’t have to see through 
things to know that it’s right in front of you. Now hand it to me carefully. Don’t 
ruin it.” 

“But King Pluto wants it. He’s searching for it now.” 

Baskania loosed a wild, bone-chilling laugh. “He was getting it for me. I sent 
him to the dragon’s cave with you to get it.” He smirked. “When Pluto found out 
who you were, he almost let you die in that underground contest of his. Not good 
thinking. We needed you. With your eye, and the help of Pluto and my assistant 
in this castle, the world shall soon be mine.” 

Of course. His assistant Balthazar Ugry. Or could it be Kilroy? 

“Hand it to me now. I don’t want to miss the ceremonies.” Erec felt the 
squishy eye tug from his hand. It was sliding out of his grip. He grabbed harder, 


squeezing, and the pulling eased off. 

“Don’t crush it,’ Baskania said in a hoarse whisper. “It will break. Then 
neither of us will be happy.” 

His blue eyes bored into Erec’s and his voice slid into low tones. “What are 
you afraid of? Don’t believe the dragon. They’re dumb animals. Give me the 
eye, and you will rule under me, Erec. You want power to change things. The 
scepter can be yours. We’ll trade: eye for scepter, to use and command as you 
wish. You could do great things, Erec. I could use somebody powerful like you 
to help me.” Baskania’s steely blue eye drove through him. “Your mother said I 
wanted to harm you. Nothing is further from the truth. I wanted to help you, 
Erec. To let you reach your full potential. To rule at my side. I can do things 
nobody else can do. And Pll teach them to you. We will command the very 
Substance together, make it do our bidding.” 

Erec’s head spun. He began to think about the scepter. He wanted it back. 

“Forget your mother. What has she made of you? A ‘Loser,’ as they call 
those doltish Upper Earthlings, with nothing to your name. You were right not to 
trust her. She lied to you all along. This is your chance, Erec. Give me the eye, 
and I will give you all the power you ever wanted, to right the wrongs of the 
world, to save your family. 

“You don’t know how to use the eye, anyway. It’s useless to you. Hand it to 
me slowly. I don’t want to force it from you and damage it.” 

Erec stared at him, confused. 

“T can see into your mind, Erec. I know what you went through trying to 
save your mother. You did the right thing, listening to the shadow demon. He 
was right about her. She was where she belonged.” 

At the mention of the shadow demon, Erec’s mind cleared. He remembered 
how he had failed, how he believed its slick words. 

Erec pulled the eye from under his shirt. On one side of its slippery orb was 
a shiny blue iris that matched his own. On the other was a large green, glowing 
circle with a yellow rim and a long black slit that looked like Aoquesth’s eye. 

He pulled his lower lid down and dug his fingers around his glass eye. It 
yanked free with a sucking sound and dropped on the floor. Erec pushed the 
dragon eye into the gap. 

The lullaby was right, it fit right in. It felt better than the glass eye...but then 
it started to push and pinch, as if it were growing and making connections. After 
a sharp sting, he could see through it. 

At first everything seemed to glow green, and then Erec could feel the eye 


move, turn around. He had been looking through the green dragon eye, he was 
sure, and now it was turning to the other side, his normal eye. After years of 
having only one eye, everything sprang into three dimensions. He thought of his 
father and thanked him. 

Baskania glared at Erec with his icy blue eye and the awful, dark hole he had 
made for the dragon eye. “Fool. Now Pll have to kill you to get the eye. You had 
your chance. But the ceremony is beginning. I want to enjoy it first. You’re not 
going anywhere.” A rope sprang from Baskania’s palm. It instantly wrapped 
Erec tight from his shoulders to his knees. 

Baskania slid his eye patch on and waved a finger at the wall behind him. It 
melted away. Noise burst in from the throngs of people behind it. They were in 
an alcove off the throne room. Baskania raised his face and howled like a wolf. 
The noise was lost in the crowd. 

King Piter sat on his throne above the swarms of people. Apparently there 
had been enough notice to gather a few hundred from Alypium, if not elsewhere, 
to watch the ceremony. 

The three scepters lay in a clearing before King Piter’s throne, bases 
touching, like a peace sign. Between the poles lay three crowns. Several paces 
away, Balor Stain, Damon Stain, and Rock Rayson looked smug in long black 
robes. 

Erec struggled against the ropes and almost toppled over. He shouted for 
help. Baskania did not seem to hear him over the noise. King Pluto appeared in 
the alcove near Baskania. The king dropped to one knee and bowed his head. 
“My liege.” 

Baskania nodded and King Pluto stood. Baskania put his hand on the king’s. 
“Things are going as planned. You will be rewarded for this beyond your wildest 
dreams. Without their scepters, your brother and sister will be weaker than 
slugworms. It will be your turn to show them what power is. As for the boy, I 
have fixed your mistakes. After the ceremony, the eye will be mine.” 

King Pluto’s eyes narrowed at Erec. “He’s using it.” 

“No matter. When I kill him after the ceremony, it will come back out.” 

Spartacus Kilroy stood before the throne. His voice echoed. “I am proud to 
announce...the time has come for the second coronation of kings for the great 
lands of Alypium, Aorth, and Ashona!” The crowd cheered. Erec could not see 
Bethany anywhere. 

“Here are three fine young gentlemen who have shown their strength, 
nobility, and valor through six difficult trials, with grace, speed, and courage. Let 


me announce the future king of Alypium...Balor Stain!” Mad applause shook 
the room. “And his brother, the next king of Ashona...Damon Stain!” Erec 
struggled against his tight ropes. They did not budge. “And finally, son of the 
famous Super A Team bouncer, Stoney Rayson, the future king of the 
subcontinents of Aorth...Rock Rayson!” The crowd went wild. 

If only everyone knew it was he who had really won, and that Balor, Damon, 
and Rock would hand their scepters over to Baskania, who would destroy them. 
Erec’s shouts were lost in the noise of the crowd. 

Kilroy continued, “As you all know, to our great misfortune almost ten years 
ago, the crown triplets, only three years old, and our beloved Queen Hesti, were 
killed. It should be those three, two boys and a girl, receiving the crowns today.” 
A murmur spread through the crowd. “But they are not here. They cannot be. 
And life must go on. So, after Alypium, Aorth, and Ashona’s five hundredth 
anniversary, we have chosen the next kings to follow in the footsteps of our 
current leaders. Our royalty have been blessed with long life. This year, King 
Piter, King Pluto, and Queen Posey turned five hundred, along with their 
countries.” 

Erec stared at King Pluto’s back in amazement. He looked around fifty. With 
his power, history, and age, how could he bow down to Baskania? 

“Our royalty have weathered the years exceptionally well. But they agree, 
it’s time to step down. Few of us were here at the last coronation, four hundred 
and eighty-five years ago. It was so long ago, even they forget the details.” 
Kilroy glanced at King Piter, who stared impassively at the crowd. 

“Tt is said that during the ceremony the three scepters will rise and fly to 
those meant to be king or queen. We do not know if that will happen today. It is 
said that the Lia Fail, the stone at the base of King Piter’s throne, will scream 
when a rightful ruler is crowned. This is probably a myth. 

“Tt used to be thought that future kings and queens needed to perform twelve 
quests, or labors as they used to be called, before they could receive their 
scepters and rule. We do not believe this to be true today. These three young men 
will be kings this very day, receive their scepters, and go off to breathe new life 
into their kingdoms! Now let the ceremonies begin.” 

Kilroy stepped back. The lights dimmed. Nine hooded figures in black robes 
appeared. They carried lit torches and formed a circle around the scepters, 
humming. Erec started to scream, “Help!” at the top of his lungs, now that the 
room was quieter. Baskania narrowed his eyes and a cloth appeared over Erec’s 
mouth, holding it shut, before much sound had gotten out. When he tried again 


he could not make any noise. 

Erec sank against the door. At least he could see through two eyes...before 
he died. The dark figures around the scepters, hidden under their hoods, chanted 
a monotonous song. Erec could not understand their words, but they were 
mesmerizing. 

Their torches glowed in the dimmed room. Candles were lit in sconces on 
the walls, on big pedestals, and in basins. The room took on a warm, rippling 
glow. The chant grew louder and louder. It began to sound like a war cry. The 
throne room, packed with people, was still. Everyone looked mesmerized, even 
Baskania. 

The song ended in a shout. The cloaked figures dropped to their knees. 

Silence filled the room. Everyone stared at the scepters and crowns. Balor, 
Damon, and Rock leaned forward. Baskania bent forward too, arm lifting as if to 
reach the scepters. 

Erec bit his lip. It wasn’t supposed to end this way. One scepter twitched 
upward. Every eye in the throne room watched as it floated slowly off the floor. 


CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE 


Straightening Up Again 


ÅN EAR-SPLITTING SCREAM erupted, like a banshee. It split through Erec’s head. 
Then it stopped as suddenly as it started, and quiet prevailed. Several people 
murmured: “The Lia Fail.” “The stone screamed.” “They’re the rightful rulers.” 

The scepter hovered another moment and then sailed through the air, 
between Balor and Damon Stain. People in the crowd stared as it flew over their 
heads. It soared past King Pluto and Thanatos Baskania...and landed at Erec’s 
feet. 

“Pleased ta meet ya, mate!” The scepter quivered. The entire throne room 
crowd was now Staring at Erec, bound in rope with a cloth over his mouth. 

Baskania seemed stunned. Erec stared at the scepter in shock. This was not 
the one he had used before, the one that belonged to King Pluto. 

“Come on, mate. You better pick me up, I’d say. Look at you.” 

The words jolted Baskania into action. He started toward Erec. 

Erec wanted the scepter desperately. He needed it. He stepped on his heel 
and slid his foot out of his shoe. The top of his legs were tied together, but he 
reached as far as he could. 

Baskania was steps away. 

“C’mon, mate. Reach.” 

Erec’s toes touched the gleaming scepter. Power surged through his foot into 
his body. 

Free me, Erec thought. In a second, Erec’s ropes and the cloth over his 
mouth were gone. The crowd gasped. 

“You might want to capture them. Just a thought.” The scepter sounded in 
Erec’s head. 

Baskania and King Pluto were frozen, wide-eyed. Erec picked the scepter up 
and aimed it at them. 

Eyes flashed open all over Baskania’s face, neck, and hands. Erec shuddered 


at the disgusting sight. Then, before Erec knew it, Baskania and King Pluto 
vanished. 

It happened so quick. If only he had worked faster. But he wouldn’t make 
that mistake twice. A few other people needed to be stopped as well. 

Erec lifted the scepter into the air. “Everyone, freeze. Nobody can leave 
from where they are,” he shouted. Power surged and ripped through him and the 
scepter. It created such shock waves of energy that it was hard to hold. He felt 
like he was struck by lightning. It took all his strength to hold on. Then all went 
still. 

There was an uproar. People shouted and yelled, but nobody was able to lift 
a foot from where they stood. Balor Stain stared at Erec with sheer hate, 
struggling to move. 

Erec lifted the scepter. “Balthazar Ugry, rise up and answer my questions.” 
Another surge of power shot through the scepter. Ugry levitated with a menacing 
look. He seemed perfectly comfortable off the ground. The crowd looked from 
Erec to Ugry in confusion. 

“Tell the truth,” Erec shouted. 

Ugry glared. “My name is Balthazar Ulric Theodore Ugry. I have a younger 
brother named Buttleby Ugry. I reside in King Piter’s castle in Alypium. I am the 
AdviSeer to the king. I was born in Alypium and educated at Oxvard before my 
apprenticeship.” Ugry crossed his arms and stared defiantly. 

“Keep going.” 

“Tt is evening. The sun has set. Alypium has a weather shield to control its 
temperature.” His voice rang out, stony and sarcastic. 

“Tell the truth about your plot to take over Alypium.” Erec pointed the 
scepter at Ugry. The power surging through him filled him with pleasure. 

“T have no such plot.” 

“What did you say to Stoney Rayson in the armory, then?” 

“T was never with Stoney Rayson in the armory.” 

“Have you been hypnotizing King Piter?” 

“Absolutely not.” 

“Did you order the minotaur to be sent to the middle of the maze?” 

“No.” 

“Well, why were you always around whenever bad things happened?” 

“Because...” Ugry paused. “I was trying to keep an eye on things. 
Something was going on. I just had to find out what.” 

Erec stared. “Then why were you chasing me in the west wing?” 


“Because you were running around in the king’s quarters, which is 
forbidden, after having been warned. You deserved to be thrown out of the 
castle. Who knew what you were up to? And then you illegally used a private 
Port-O-Door to enter King Pluto’s dungeons, no less, to help a prisoner escape.” 

The crowd gasped. Ugry appeared to enjoy making Erec look bad. 

“How did you know I went into King Pluto’s dungeons?” Erec asked. 

“T figured out before long that you used the Port-O-Door. I followed you in. 
As I said, it’s my job to keep an eye on what goes on in my king’s castle, 
especially when he’s not able to do so for himself.” 

Erec stared at Ugry. “You followed me in. You saw what happened to me 
with the shadow demon. And then...” 

Ugry scowled. “I saved you.” 

“And you didn’t want them to take me to the final contest. I heard you 
arguing with Kilroy. It’s because you knew...” 

“Yes. After what happened in the dungeons I looked in Spartacus’s book and 
figured out who you were. I knew why they were taking you to the dragon’s lair. 
But I could not stop it from happening.” 

“Tt’s okay,” Erec said. “I have my eye now.” The room was silent. Balthazar 
Ugry lowered back into the crowd. 

“Spartacus Kilroy, rise and answer my questions,” Erec shouted. The scepter 
buzzed. Kilroy rose in front of the throne. King Piter watched with mild 
amusement. Kilroy looked afraid of falling, and kept reaching to his feet as if he 
could get down. 

“Spartacus Kilroy, tell the truth about your plot to take over Alypium.” 

Kilroy looked stunned. “I had no plot to take over anything. Why would you 
even think that?” Kilroy looked at the throngs below him. “This kid has a screw 
loose.” 

“Tell the truth. Were you in the armory with Stoney Rayson?” 

“Never! What is that about, anyway?” 

“Have you been bewitching King Piter?” 

“No! Or...not that I know of.” He frowned. “Why did I just say that?” 

“Weren’t you forcing coffee down his throat? Was the coffee laced with 
something?” 

“Tt’s medicated,” Kilroy said, exasperated. “The king needs his medications 
every two hours or he might die, I’m told. I do as instructed. He gets medications 
every two hours like clockwork, then his evening dose with hot chocolate at 
eight. It does him wonders. I can see him relax.” 


“Did you order the minotaur?” 

Kilroy sighed and looked down. “Yes. I was told it would be part of the first 
contest. What a disaster.” He hung his head. 

“Why were you helping King Pluto get the dragon eye?” 

“He said the eye would help our great nations grow.” Kilroy sighed. “I was 
worried about sending you in there. It seemed too dangerous. But he assured me 
you would be fine. And he was right. He said you broke into his dungeons and 
let loose a dangerous prisoner. You should be locked up. And then you stole the 
eye!” 

The crowd gasped again. Erec was sure he would be mobbed if they were 
not all frozen in their spots. 

Kilroy sank to the floor. Erec was exasperated. He knocked the scepter onto 
the floor. “Show me who was bewitching King Piter! Who I heard speak to 
Stoney Rayson in the armory! Show me the person Baskania called his assistant 
in Alypium! Raise him for all to see.” 

At the other end of the room, Hecate Jekyll rose into the air. 

Erec bit his lip. The one who helped him hide...must have delivered him 
straight to Baskania. The expert on magical potions and brews. The head of the 
king’s kitchens. She had been there forever. 

The scepter burned in Erec’s hand. “Tell the truth. How long have you been 
bewitching King Piter?” 

Hecate’s face twisted, but she could not hold back her words. “Nearly ten 
years.” Gasps flew around the room. 

“And Spartacus Kilroy did your dirty work, giving him ‘medications’ every 
two hours?” 

“Yes, and I put spells on him every day,” she snapped. Kilroy’s face was 
white. 

“Why Kilroy?” 

“He’s trusting and not too smart,” she said, glaring. “I chose him when Ruth 
Cleary, King Piter’s old AdviSeer, was killed. Kilroy wasn’t qualified and was 
not a seer, so he had to rely on me. He took orders and kept secrets.” 

“Then it was you whispering in the armory with Rayson, stealing weapons to 
take over the Kingdoms of the Keepers.” 

“Yes, it was me,” she hissed. 

There was an uproar. Erec pointed the scepter at Hecate Jekyll, and suddenly 
she was bound with ropes as he had been. 

King Piter’s head lolled to the side. He would be himself again, when the 


potions wore off. But not soon enough. Erec pointed the scepter at King Piter. 
“Let King Piter wake up and be himself.” 

“Good idea,” said the scepter. A flare of power rocketed through Erec. He 
was getting used to the feeling. 

One of King Piter’s eyes opened wide. Then it drooped. His other eye did 
the same. Then he sat up straight on his throne and shook as if he were being 
electrocuted. When he stopped, he looked around the room with an eyebrow 
lifted. A smile spread across his face. The room was deadly silent. 

King Piter began to laugh. It started as a chuckle and spread over his entire 
face until tears poured from his eyes. He bent over, pounding his knees. It 
seemed he had gone mad. 

As he sat back up, it looked like the king unfolded before Erec’s eyes. His 
back straightened. Muscles now rippled beneath his royal robes. He looked 
shockingly big as he filled out his large frame. The king laughed and sniffed. He 
found a handkerchief in his pocket and blew his nose, then held it out in disgust. 
“This is ancient.” He tossed it to the floor. 

“What a doozy.” The king’s voice echoed deeply. “When I make a mistake, I 
make it big. And it took a mere boy to fix things. Come here, young man.” 

Erec made his way forward. People leaned away to let him through but could 
not move their feet, so he unfortunately stepped on a few toes on his way. 

The king’s eyes sparkled, almost too full of life. He smiled warmly and 
pulled him into a hug. “Thank you, Erec,” he whispered. “I’m sorry I didn’t 
listen to you.” 

The king looked around the room and chuckled. “Well, I guess you can’t 
change history. What an interesting chain of events. Things happened so quickly. 
I was off my guard. My wife was gone. My triplets were gone. Ruth Cleary was 
gone. Hermit was gone. I had nobody. Something was going to happen, but I 
didn’t know how...couldn’t avoid it. I had just returned from my friend who was 
helping...take care of something, and a servant brought me a cup of tea... 

“Now look. Almost ten years have gone by.” He mopped his brow, then 
touched the top of his head and felt his face. “How embarrassing. Have I really 
let myself look like this? And the castle. I remember the last thing I did was put 
it on its side, as I was sinking under. What a mess.” He winked at Erec. “I 
remember you encouraging me not to drink the coffee. Good advice. May I have 
my scepter back?” 

“Well...I think it’s mine now,” Erec said, not sure what to do. 

King Piter smiled. “It is, in a way. But not yet. You have been found by the 


scepter and the Lia Fail. But there are some things you must do before the crown 
and scepter can be yours. Twelve, actually.” 

Erec slowly handed the scepter to King Piter. He hated to let go. The king 
waved it with a practiced arm. 

Suddenly, the room lurched onto its side, away from the throne. If people 
had not been stuck to the floor, they would have fallen in heaps on the back wall. 
Instead, they hung from their feet, their heads toward the wall, swaying and 
bumping into each other. 

Erec, who was not stuck to the floor, flew back into several people. As they 
flattened against the floor he tumbled over them toward the wall. He caught hold 
of a hand and held on, dangling. 

“Hmm.” King Piter hung on to the back of his throne. “Somebody ‘fixed’ the 
gravity in here, of course.” 

He waved the scepter again. Gravity readjusted. People pulled themselves 
back onto their stuck feet, untangling limbs. The room looked like a giant game 
of Twister. Erec climbed back to the king, stepping on more feet. 

The king’s eyelids flickered, and a mirror appeared in his hands. He looked 
at it with disgust. In a blink, his limp gray hair turned thick and white, his beard 
full, and he grew taller and cleaner. He still looked old, but also sharp and wise. 
“Funny. Although I was completely bewitched, I can remember everything, most 
notably what happened here tonight.” With a twitch of his finger, the bound 
Hecate Jekyll was before him. 

The king sighed. “Hecate. You were always such a treasure: smart, 
organized, educated. You deserved better than this. You chose the wrong path, 
my dear.” 

“Your time is over,” Hecate sneered. Her bun unwound and long black and 
gray hair flowed wild over her shoulders. King Piter sighed and tapped his 
finger. She vanished. 

“Where is she?” Erec asked. 

“In my dungeons,” the king told him sadly. 

“Stoney Rayson was working with her, for Baskania,” Erec said. 

There were gasps. “Impossible.” “Not Prince Baskania. He’s a good man.” 
“Rayson? He’s an athlete, not a criminal.” 

“Baskania was just here,” Erec said. “He’s the one who tied me up.” 

People shook their heads in disbelief. “Must have been someone else. The 
Sorcerer Prince wouldn’t do that.” 

The king scanned a finger over the crowd. “I’m afraid Mr. Rayson has 


already left. Some may find it hard to believe Baskania was behind this. He 
seems to have become quite popular these last ten years.” He cleared his throat 
and eyed Erec’s chest strangely. “Those glasses look familiar. Do you mind if I 
have a look?” 

Erec hesitated. “I need them.” 

“Of course I would give them right back, but if you’re not comfortable...” 

Erec handed them to King Piter. He put them on. His expression changed to 
delight. His lips tightened and tears rolled down his face. “My darling...’ m 
back... Yes, I know...” His voice was tender. “It’s okay now, that’s right. We’ll 
talk tonight.” He handed the glasses to Erec. “You did a good job. I hate to think 
what might have happened if not for you.” 

Erec coughed uncomfortably. “I need your help. I have a friend, Bethany 
Evirly. Her uncle is keeping her prisoner. Her parents died, and her uncle makes 
her work at his newsstand all day long and he doesn’t care about her. She really 
wants to stay in Alypium.” Erec was sure he had not explained it right. What 
adult would help a child run away from home? 

“Hmm...Her name is Bethany, you say?” 

“Yes.” 

“And her uncle’s name?” 

“Earl Evirly.” 

“Ahh. Earl Evirly. I remember him. Funny how much I can recall from my 
haze. He took directions from Hecate. I remember some of their conversations. 
Well, let’s have a talk with Bethany and her Uncle Earl.” 

King Piter tapped two fingers on his throne, and Bethany and Earl stood 
before them. Earl looked around in shock, and then his eyes bugged at Bethany. 
“There you are, you twerp. You thought you could get the best of me, huh? 
Sneaking off on your own? Well, I have some mighty big friends, see? Who do 
you think brought you here? You’ll never get far from me. And you’ll pay for 
this.” His eyes gleamed. 

Bethany looked horrified, believing her uncle. Then she saw Erec’s big grin, 
and King Piter, alert and chuckling. She stepped back in shock. 

Earl Evirly noticed the king at the same time. His jaw dropped. He looked 
around wildly. 

“You won’t find Ms. Jekyll here, if that’s who you’re looking for,” King 
Piter said. “She’ll be spending some time relaxing in my dungeons for a while.” 
Earl turned white and started coughing. “So, you are Bethany’s uncle, are you?” 

“Y-yes.” Earl straightened. “I am. She is a runaway and a thief, and needs to 


come home immediately.” 

“T see.” King Piter stroked his beard. “And her parents are dead?” 

“Yes.” Earl sounded uncomfortable. 

“Is she your sister’s child? Or your brother’s? What were her parents’ 
names?” 

Earl glanced at Bethany for help, but she crossed her arms. The king tilted 
his scepter toward Earl and said, “Pll follow Erec’s lead today. I want you to— 
how did you say it, Erec? To tell the truth about your relationship with Bethany. 
Is she your niece?” At the scepter’s command, Earl clutched his elbows and 
squeezed his knees together. “No.” Bethany’s mouth fell open. 

“Why did you have possession of Bethany these last, what...ten years?” 

Earl squeezed his eyes shut as if he might disappear. Words came from his 
mouth on their own accord. “Her parents were killed here almost ten years ago. 
It was thought she might be valuable. I was assigned to watch her until she could 
be of use.” 

“Who killed her parents?” 

“Dumb thugs following orders. I don’t remember their names.” 

“Of course. Well, you’ve done your job, Earl. Now the time has come, as 
you have said, and I will take over the care of Bethany...Evirly, is it? Maybe 
you’ll just be Bethany for now.” He winked at her. “You look familiar, Bethany. 
Would you mind living in my castle as part of my family? I don’t have any other 
children here, so pardon me if I spoil you a bit. We’ll have lots of parties for you 
and keep plenty of young friends around.” 

Bethany burst into tears and threw her arms around the king. Earl’s face 
turned bright red. 

“As for you, Earl, what you have done is called kidnapping. I think you’ ll do 
well with a corrective memory adjustment.” Earl Evirly vanished. 

“Where did he go?” Bethany asked. 

“To the royal hospital. It will take a few days to recover from his memory 
adjustment. He’ll be shaken up awhile, I think.” 

“What is a corrective memory adjustment?” Erec asked. 

“In Alypium, we don’t need prisons. A memory adjustment gives the terrible 
memory of having spent twenty years or so in a horrible, inhumane prison. 
Mistreatment, freezing cells, starvation, terrible food...Earl will know it didn’t 
really happen, but it won’t matter. It will feel completely real because he 
remembers it so well. There is very little crime here. Of course, there are the 
dungeons and a few outlying prisons for those hopeless few. 


“Now, is there anything else before I release our captive audience?” 

Erec had forgotten that the entire room was glued where they stood. From 
their rapt expressions, it seemed that most of them had forgotten as well. Erec 
spoke up. “Yes. My family has been on the run. My mother, June O’Hara, just 
escaped from King Pluto’s dungeons. I think he is on Baskania’s side.” 

King Piter nodded. “I’m afraid so. Of course, I will help your mother and 
you. If you like, you may invite her to live in Alypium, with your entire family. I 
won’t bring them here myself. It would be rather a nasty shock. Why don’t you 
talk to them about it? It might be a good place for you to live, especially if you 
are interested in becoming Alypium’s next king.” 

Erec’s face flushed. The next king! 

“Um, excuse me, King Piter?” Bethany said. “That boy, Balor Stain, stole 
my cat, Cutie Pie. Could I have her back?” 

The king smiled. “That wouldn’t be the cat on the window sill, would it?” 

“Cutie Pie!” The fluffy cat stretched and trotted into Bethany’s arms. “When 
did you escape? Have you been looking for me?” Tears drenched Cutie Pie’s fur 
as she rubbed Bethany’s cheek. 

Damon pointed. “The cat’s out of the bag. Look, the cat’s out of the bag.” 

Balor held his head in his hand. “It heard us. That stupid cat tells secrets.” 

Cutie Pie leapt onto King Piter’s shoulder and whispered in his ear. The 
King nodded, sighing, and shook his head. After what seemed like an eternity, 
the cat jumped to Bethany. 

“Tt sounds like these three boys here and their friend Ward Gamin were 
making some wicked plans. Still, I can’t punish people for plans, especially if 
they’re only overheard by one cat. But you will have to make amends for 
stealing the cat.” He pointed his scepter at Balor. “What is your most valuable 
possession here?” 

Balor’s face was tight. “My watch. If I point it at someone, I can hear what 
they are saying.” 

“You must give it to Bethany, in apology. If you try anything else, I will not 
be so lenient.” Balor’s watch flew off his wrist into Bethany’s palm. Balor 
cursed under his breath. 

Bethany held it with disgust. “Take it,” she held it to Erec. “I don’t want 
anything from him.” 

“You sure?” Erec looked at the buttons and small speaker. 

“TIl just throw it away. You’ve been wanting a watch.” Erec put it on. 

King Piter wiggled a finger. “You are free to move. I invite you all to a feast 


tonight in honor of Erec Rex, your future king!” 
The crowd broke into applause. King Piter winked at Erec. “We’ll talk later. 
I’m afraid I have some more straightening up to do.” 


CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR 


The Future King 


Erec rur mis glasses on in his dormitory room. His mother sat over a sleeping 
Nell, stroking her hair. The tiny room was filled with cots and sleeping bags. 

“Mom?” 

“Just a minute,” June whispered. She walked into an empty kitchen. 

“T did it. I have the dragon eye. Baskania tied me up, but then a scepter flew 
to me. I used it to get King Piter back to normal. We’re safe now! He said we 
can live in Alypium...Do you want to?” 

June’s eyes were moist. She put her hands over her heart. “We have a lot of 
decisions to make, don’t we?” 

Erec thought of his siblings crammed into a tiny room they could not afford. 
“T bet everyone would like it here,” he said. 

His mother nodded, lips tight. “Come home tonight, Erec?” 

“You bet.” 


Erec wondered if the festival hall was always this big, or if it was magically 
expanded to fit the crowds. The feast was delicious, filled with foods from all 
parts of the magical lands. 

People Erec had never seen thanked him profusely for rescuing King Piter. 
Just when Erec felt like escaping into his dorm room, Bethany appeared. She 
whisked him onto the dance floor. “Wow. You look great with two matching 
eyes.” 

“Just wait till you see how I look with the dragon eye when it’s turned 
around.” Erec wasn’t sure how to dance to the classical music, but they whirled 
around the floor, nonetheless. “How did you get away from Earl?” 

“T refused to get in the Artery with him at Alypium Station. He pointed a 
remote control at me, but I grabbed it, and he screamed and ran away. I don’t 


know why I was afraid of him for so long.” 

A hand on Erec’s shoulder halted the dance. It was King Piter. “Pardon me 
for interrupting. I hate to break up this well-earned dance, but I’d like to talk to 
you.” He led Erec into a small anteroom. “Thanks for saving me from the spell. I 
shudder when I think what almost happened.” 

Erec smiled broadly. 

“I am sorry you can’t have the scepter yet. It is an old tradition that a ruler 
must perform twelve quests before assuming command. As with most traditions, 
there is good reason. Each test will teach you something or give you something 
you will need to rule well. 

“The three future kings and queens should perform the tests together, but 
you are the only one that the folks around here know about now. We can’t afford 
to wait for any others. Nothing says a future king cannot begin the quests 
without the other two. I suggest you start soon. Hopefully, we will find the two 
others as you go. In the meantime, you may pick two friends, if you wish, to help 
with each quest.” 

“Can you come with me?” 

“T’m afraid not. These are tests for the new, not the old. I need to keep watch 
here as well. And get back to work on those Aitherplanes. The Substance.” He 
shook his head. “If it’s the last thing I do I want to right it. But maybe you’ll 
have better luck.” He winked. 

“As you know, the scepter is quite powerful,” continued the king. “Without 
training, it could take you over and rule you rather than you ruling with it. You 
may have gotten the wrong impression today. I only use it when I absolutely 
must. Today I used it more than was safe even for me.” 

The king tapped his chin. “I wonder if the ceremony today could have 
tricked the scepters into being used by someone other than their true rulers. If it 
did, the results could have been disastrous. Thanatos Argus Baskania is 
deranged. The scepters would have driven him into complete, destructive 
insanity. He is much older than I am. He created the Kingdoms of the Keepers 
and wanted to rule them from the start. When it was prophesied we would rule, 
he waited too long to kill us. We had done a number of the twelve labors and had 
become too powerful.” 

“Why is he so rich and famous in Upper Earth?” 

“He breaks one of our cardinal rules: Interestingly, it is one that he came up 
with himself. No magic is to be done in Upper Earth. He uses magic of all kinds 
in his factories and businesses, from creating goods at no cost to making the 


public crave his products, however poorly they are made. He was the main force 
behind severing our contact with Upper Earth and keeping them in the dark 
about magic. He wants to divide the Keepers from the Forgetters so no one 
knows of his doings there. 

“In the meantime, he has developed quite a following here. My plants have 
already confirmed that many of my dearest friends have already gone over to his 
side. It seems most have all but forgotten there were sides at all. Well, I made 
quite a mistake, letting myself get sidelined all these years, but thank goodness 
all is not lost. 

“I do worry, though. I shall make one more mistake. You should remember 
that. The fates have said that both the sorcerer prince and the crowned king of air 
will make three mistakes. This was my second.” 

“How many mistakes has Baskania made?” 

“I don’t know. I’d say tonight might be considered a mistake for him, 
however.” 

Erec gazed around the room, still amazed at the view with two eyes. “Does 
my dragon eye have special powers?” 

“Oh, most certainly. With it, you may look into the future. But you must 
learn how to use it.” King Piter smiled. “Are you ready to go home?” 

Erec nodded. 

“Good. I’ve had enough with crowds for tonight. I’m looking forward to my 
first good sleep in ten years.” The king handed Erec a small bag containing a few 
pieces of chalk. “This is for your mother, in case she decides not to come here. 
She can draw a ring of safety around your home.” 

Erec found Bethany and said good-bye. “I’ll be back soon. Maybe we’ll all 
move here. Could you take care of Wolfboy while I’m gone? You know what to 
do when there’s a full moon.” 

“Sure. Thanks for everything, King Erec.” 

“Cut it out.” Erec said, grinning. “Pll see you soon.” 

King Piter led Erec to the Port-O-Door by his chambers. Erec found the 
comer of Straight Street and Way Lane on the map of Upper Earth, under the 
section marked, “Other.” He walked through. As the door closed, he 
remembered he had left his Magiclight, Sneakers, and the big bag of gold, silver, 
and bronze back in the dormitories. 

The setting sun shone through the branches of trees lining the street, casting 
a dancing shadow at his feet. As he walked to the tall, skinny apartment building 
on 341 Straight Street, he noticed how beautiful even the dusty facade was, and 


how light he felt traveling with empty hands. 


EPILOGUE 


Ten Years Earlier 


Dapune FLora, THE queen’s favorite handmaiden, ran through the west wing of 
King Piter’s castle. She was chased by a coat. True, the coat was a very 
attractive, tall tuxedo jacket, with tails that it ran on like two spindly legs. But, to 
Daphne, it was annoying. Her long brown curls flounced at her sides as she 
looked for an open door or a hallway to dart down. 

Darn that Balthazar Ugry. He was away for the first time in ages and had 
forgotten to lock his jacket in the closet. Ugry had special-ordered the thing from 
Heph Vulcan himself. It was made to guide his moves on the dance floor, 
steering him so he would no longer embarrass himself at palace balls. 

Unfortunately, the coat turned out to be something of a skirt chaser. It had 
put Ugry in a few awkward situations. Daphne wondered if that was bad. Ugry 
needed loosening up. 

The coat had its eye on Daphne, and it found her whenever it escaped. Now, 
catching up with her outside of the royal chambers, it wrapped a slim black tail 
around her ankle. She fell on her face. It pulled her up to embrace her. 

Daphne giggled, thinking how ridiculous she must look. The jacket tickled, 
so she laughed louder still. 

Then the chamber door flew open. Queen Hesti appeared, curly brown hair 
rumpled. Daphne’s hand shot to her mouth like a magnet. Now she had done it. 
She had woken the queen. The jacket froze. Daphne perched on tiptoes, ready to 
explain, but Queen Hesti did not notice her. 

Face pale, eyes wide, and lips pressed tight, the queen looked like she had 
seen a bronze ghost. She threw open a closet door, slipped shoes on, and ran 
down a corridor. Daphne’s heart pounded. Something was wrong. The queen ran 
fast and noiselessly but Daphne chased her, Ugry’s coat at her side. The queen 
might need help. 

Queen Hesti ran into the triplets’ nursery. The door slammed. Terrible bangs 


and yells came from the room. 

Daphne grabbed the doorknob. It was locked. Moments later, an anguished 
cry rang out, and the door flew open. 

Two men ran out, knocking Daphne out of their way. One carried a big 
rolled blanket. Ugry’s jacket flung itself valiantly onto the blanket. The man 
carrying it flicked a remote control. Blanket, jacket, and men disappeared. 

The queen burst from the room, looking around wildly. “Come back here!” 
she shrieked with rage. Tears poured down her face. “Come back!” She melted 
into the doorjamb, sobbing. 

A moment later she sniffed and glanced into the room. Her face softened. 

Daphne could hardly breathe. Queen Hesti seemed to see her for the first 
time. She sounded hoarse. “Daphne. Go tell everyone the triplets are dead.” 

Daphne dropped to her knees. Not the queen’s three-year-old triplets. Why 
was the queen so calm? She did not understand. 

“Now! Hurry, Daphne!” The queen shouted. 

Daphne, terrified, scrambled to her feet. Hot tears slid down her face. Since 
Ugry was gone, she banged on the door of Ruth Cleary, the king’s other 
AdviSeer. Nobody answered. She pounded harder. How could Ruth, her husband 
Tre, their twelve-year-old son, and their three-year-old daughter, not hear her? 
Their new baby didn’t even cry—and he always howled. Where could they be? 

Daphne took a breath and ran to the royal chambers. She would have to 
wake the king herself. 

King Piter snored, his long white beard flowing over the sheets. 

She touched his shoulder. A sharp sob came from her chest. The king sat up 
and looked at her with surprise. 

Tears poured from her eyes. The words were locked in her throat. 

“What’s wrong, Daphne?” King Piter’s voice was calming. He looked at the 
sheets where Queen Hesti had been. 

Daphne took a breath. “The queen...she ran to the nursery. Something 
terrible happened to...the...” She melted in sobs. 

King Piter threw off his sheets, grabbed his robe and scepter, and shot 
toward the nursery. Daphne ran behind him. King Piter could do anything. 
Maybe even save the triplets. 

He burst into the nursery and Daphne followed him. It was empty. No 
triplets, no queen. Daphne did not understand. She looked under their sheets as if 
she might be mistaken. 

King Piter shook his head in wonder. His face was pale. He murmured, “He 


told me. Why didn’t I listen?” 

“Who told you about this?” Daphne could not believe the king had been 
warned and still let this happen. 

King Piter sat on the floor and dropped his scepter. “Erec.” 

He buried his head in his arms. 


BONUS: NEW CHAPTER 


BONUS CHAPTER 


Ghost Stories 


Deep IN THE CATACOMBS BELOW the Castle Alypium, in a room nearly lost 
within a maze of twisty passages, there floated a ghost named Homer. Homer 
was not just an ordinary ghost. No, he was a very rare type of ghost indeed. 
Homer was a golden ghost, one of the last of a nearly extinct breed. 

The Golden Ones, as he and his friends used to be called, once ruled the 
planet with very kind and loving, yet iron, fists. Since the dawn of mankind the 
Golden Ones kept watch over the wars and petty disputes, the weddings and 
politics, and the general ebb and flow of life on earth. 

The animals of the planet did not need much interference. They slept, ate, 
hunted, and fought over mates; nothing that the Golden Ones needed to change. 
But the humans kept getting themselves into trouble. It was the Golden Ones 
charge to make sure that humans remained ethical, moral, and basically good. 

This was an easy task, as the Golden Ones were nearly all-powerful. The 
magic of a scepter paled in comparison to what this ancient race could do. The 
world held no secrets from them. Creating new species, reversing time, breathing 
life back into the dead, were all simple for them. But because they were 
completely good, they only used their powers when absolutely needed, which 
was rare. 

Homer had loved his life as one of the Golden Ones. It was filled with the 
beauty of the universe. Every bird soaring by was a miracle. He could see the 
blood pumping through its arteries, the cells working in tandem to fight germs, 
the way the air rippled around its wings—the miracle of its flight. There was 
nothing Homer missed. It would have been exciting enough for him to spend all 
of his time just watching one raindrop, admiring the glow of the bonded atoms 
that made it up, and caught up in the suspense of the teams of life budding inside 
of it. Which feisty little bacteria tribe would make it? How fast would they 
grow? Where would they end up after the drop splashed on a tree leaf? 


But there was so much more for Homer to do back then that he rarely had 
the time to enjoy these observations. Reading into the future and past of societies 
and individuals, and keeping people on the right path, was a full-time job. Not 
that he could have complained. It was just as beautiful and miraculous as 
everything else. Even the mistakes people made were beautiful, they were such 
bumbling, intricate creatures, well-meaning yet confused all at the same time. 

Maybe knowing that it would all soon end made his time on earth even 
sweeter. For the Golden Ones were able to see into their own future as well. So 
they knew what was coming. 

Like most things that were put on earth from the heavens, they had 
limitations. Specifically, six very powerful limitations in the form of sisters: the 
three Fates and the three Furies. Even more powerful than the Golden Ones, the 
Fates and Furies saw that humans must soon be responsible for their own 
mistakes, and thus must be allowed to make them. They disagreed with how the 
Golden Ones protected humans. It was known by both sides that at a certain time 
the Fates would end the Golden Ones’ reign on Earth, turning them all into 
ghosts. 

When that happened, many of the Golden Ones, now golden ghosts, decided 
that they no longer wished to remain. Even though they were not fully stripped 
of their powers, their main job had been taken away from them—protecting 
humans from their typical bad choices. Deprived of this, most felt it was time to 
Pass on. 

But a few stayed, like Homer. He found he could still help people just a little 
if he was careful not to interfere too much. It wasn’t worth raising the suspicions 
of the Fates. Like now, he was helping an old human friend, playing watchdog 
for a while. Plus, with the big job of babysitting mankind taken out of the way, 
he now had time to enjoy watching the tiny miracles that made up the world. 

But what was there for Homer to watch deep in the catacombs under the 
Castle Alypium? The room he was in was empty, aside from the one thing he 
was guarding, and there was nothing else to look at aside from four stone walls. 
Most of the light in the room came from Homer’s own glow, or the room would 
have been only dimly lit. 

Surprisingly, there was more for Homer to observe and enjoy in this empty 
little room than even he suspected. The battles and arguments of the mice and 
rats living there were an endless source of amusement. And the insects were 
stunning, down to their gossamer wings and strong stick legs. 

After he arrived, a form of lichen began to grow on one of the rock walls. It 


fed off of the light glowing from Homer as if he were the sun. Like other lichens, 
it was made from two species joined in a pact—an algae and a fungus living 
together and protecting each other. Their beauty, and the relationship between 
them, the way they thought so differently yet allowed for each other’s views, 
took Homer’s breath away. 

Even though there was so much to ponder here in this little room, there were 
still times when Homer was drawn to look elsewhere. All he had to do was close 
his eyes, and choose a time and place, past or future. He would see what was 
happening there as though he was living it. 

Sometimes he picked random times in history, or in the distant future, for 
fun. But he also liked to keep up with things that were important to humans. 
Watching over them was a hard habit to give up. Even though he knew he 
couldn’t do much about what he saw, he still wanted to be aware of everything 
significant. 

Which was why, today, he decided to take a look at what was happening 
with one of the key players who was now in Upper Earth. A misguided man who 
was becoming more misguided by the minute. Homer shook his head and 
smiled. Those humans. It was always something. 

He closed his eyes and let his mind take over. 


Jesper Konungsson took the night train from Stockholm, Sweden, where he 
lived, to Copenhagen, Denmark. It was the same train that he had taken 
countless times for work, but this time he’d rather be going anywhere else. 

He still could not believe what had happened. It was hard for him to think 
about anything right now. He was sick, stunned. This should have been the best 
day of his life, and instead it was the worst. 

Jesper had just been elected president of the United Nations, with delegates 
from nearly two hundred countries. This had been his life’s dream. Why, today, 
did everything have to fall apart? 

Thoughts flitted through his spinning head, the awful rumors that flew 
around at the United Nations’ headquarters in New York City. He refused to 
believe that they were true. Typical Americans, trying to blow everything up into 
a big drama, like a Hollywood movie. 

All the same, he had to admit it was strange that all of the UN presidents had 
horrible luck at the beginning of their terms. 

Last year’s president, Colm O’ Keogh, from Ireland, seemed to believe in the 


rumors. He couldn’t pass the torch to Jesper soon enough. Jesper remembered 
Colm having some trouble with his wife getting sick last year when he was 
elected, but it all seemed to turn out okay for him. Nothing compared to what 
Jesper was going through, anyway. 

No. On the best day of his life, he got a phone call that his wife, Rebecka, 
had a terrible car accident in Copenhagen. She had been looking for a house, so 
they could live closer to the UN agency there. Then, one anguishing hour later, 
he got the phone call that she had died. 

Jesper took the first plane to Stockholm to pick up his daughter, Annika, 
who was staying with a friend. He dreaded seeing her, his only child—what 
would he say? It was beyond horrible. He couldn’t even bring himself to call the 
friends watching her until his plane landed in Stockholm. 

As much as he dreaded the phone call, he was not prepared for what he was 
about to hear. The friends had not known about the accident. They shakily told 
Jesper that Annika had gone with her mother to Stockholm. 

He prayed that she was all right, and phoned the hospital there immediately. 
After many apologies, and nurses passing the phone from one to the other as if 
nobody wanted to be the one to speak to him, a voice finally told him what he 
didn’t want to hear. 

Annika had been in the car. Nobody had mentioned her before, as she 
seemed fine. But soon she felt dizzy, then sick. The doctors had not determined 
why yet, but she had died as well. 

Jesper felt like he was in a nightmare, and kept waiting to wake up. At one 
point on the train he fell asleep. When he awoke he was confused, not knowing 
where he was. And then he remembered, and it felt like someone stuck a knife in 
his heart. He would have to give up his post as president of the UN. There was 
no way he would be able to function. Plus, what was the point, anyway? He had 
no family that cared anymore. 

Somehow he managed to stumble out of the Copenhagen Central Station 
into the crisp wind outside. The station had a huge, tall, ribbed ceiling, and was 
so open and airy that the terrible events seemed even more unreal. He glanced up 
and down Bernstorffsgade, the street he was on, forgetting the simplest things, 
how to get around the city. 

Tivoli Gardens was right across the street, but he tried to keep from looking 
at it. The last time he had been here he had taken Annika on the wooden roller 
coaster there. Rebecka had waited, then gone with them on the fantastic carousel 
after, which was more her speed. He nearly choked thinking about her. 


A man with short blond hair and an eye patch nodded at him. Jesper 
recognized him from the train. He was hard to miss, with a two-inch stripe of 
dark hair running from front to back through his blond curls, like a skunk. The 
man asked Jesper if he needed help. 

Jesper nodded. “I need a cab.” He looked around aimlessly. 

The man smiled and put a hand on his shoulder. “You look like a mess. 
Where are you going?” 

Jesper clenched his teeth to fight off a wave of tears. “To Rigshospitalet. It’s 
a hospital in Copenhagen.” 

“No worries, friend. Come with me, I have a car waiting. Get you there in a 
jiffy.” 

Jesper followed him blindly down Bernstorffsgade. There was no room in 
his head for any thoughts about safety, or how this man could have a car waiting 
if he had just come in on the same train. But even if he could think about safety 
he probably wouldn’t care. What was there to live for, anyway? 

A limousine waited on Tietgensgade, the next street. Jesper climbed inside 
after the man with the eye patch, glad not to think. His head ached. 

The man smiled consolingly. “Looks like you’ve had a long day. My name is 
Ajax Hunter, by the way. Pleased to make your acquaintance.” 

Ajax had a slight British accent, but sounded like he had been living in 
America a while. “I know this sounds hard to believe,” he said, “but I know what 
happened to your wife and daughter. I’m friends with their doctor.” He shrugged, 
an apologetic grin on his face. “Don’t worry. I think things are going to turn out 
just fine.” 

A wave of confusion washed through Jesper. It seemed impossible, this 
stranger claiming to know what happened to his family. How could he? He had 
said “your wife and daughter,” so he must have heard something. 

No, Jesper realized. “You must be confusing me with someone else.” His 
voice cracked. “Things aren’t going to turn out fine for me.” 

“Really, mate. I think it will.” Ajax smiled encouragingly. 

Jesper dropped his face into his hands. Something seemed to crack inside 
him, threatening to let all of his pain spill right out. “No, Ajax. It won’t. I’m too 
late. They had a car accident and they’re both...” 

“Dead?” Ajax laughed, which made Jesper’s stomach turn. How dare he? 

Ajax shook his head. “No, they’ll be okay. Really. Like I say, I’m friends 
with their doctor. Pll take you to see him straight away. He’s not at the hospital 
anymore, though. He’s got your wife and daughter safely in his lab. Dr. B is a 


master surgeon, Pll tell you. If anyone can save them, he can.” 

Hope surged unexpectedly through Jesper. Maybe the hospital had been 
wrong! He was afraid to believe it, sure that he’d be disappointed and have to go 
through worse pain when he found out. 

The whole thing was confusing and hard to grasp with his mind spinning. 
Ajax knew the doctor? Was it a coincidence that he had been on the same train 
then? “Are you sure you have the right person? How do you know all of this?” 
Jesper asked. 

Ajax leaned back against his seat and closed his uncovered eye as if he 
didn’t hear the questions. 

Jesper began to panic. “Are you sure they’re okay?” He shook Ajax. “Tell 
me how you know. Where are they?” 

Then a fear shot into his heart like an arrow. Could someone have sabotaged 
his family because he had become the UN president? Would anyone really do 
that? He was dizzy with shock and grief. Maybe he was getting paranoid. 

Before his head stopped spinning, the limousine pulled into the driveway of 
an immense building. 


Ajax led Jesper through the building’s corridors. It was plush, and looked 
nothing like a hospital or laboratory. The doctor was waiting behind a large oak 
desk in an ornate room filled with gold statues and art. Even sitting, Jasper could 
tell he was tall, an imposing man with silver hair that dipped into a sharp 
widow’s peak. He had an eye patch on, like Ajax did, which struck Jesper as 
peculiar. 

The doctor’s thin lips stretched into a smile, but his uncovered blue eye 
regarded Jesper coldly. “President Jesper Konungsson. I hear congratulations are 
in order.” 

“T should think not,” Jesper spit out. “Where are Rebecka and Annika? Are 
they...okay?” 

“They should make it, I think,” the doctor said. “Only with your help, 
though.” He cleared his throat. “Please excuse me. I’ve had a few 
disappointments this week. I lost an eye.” He pointed at his eye patch. “And I’m 
not at my best. May I introduce myself? I am Thanatos Baskania. You may have 
heard of me—the Crown Prince of Peace? I hope that we will become good 
friends this year, like I have with the former presidents of the UN.” 

The Crown Prince of Peace? This couldn’t be. Jesper shook his head. This 


was the head of Eye of the World, the peace organization that just took over as 
the ruling body of the United Nations? The man who owned so many 
multinational corporations that he nearly owned the world? And he was a 
doctor? 

Obviously not. This was some kind of scheme to control Jesper. He had 
planned to kick Eye of the World out as his first move as president. It seemed 
hard to believe that anyone would stoop to this level. This was going too far. 

Baskania seemed to have read his mind. “It’s all in how you look at it, 
Jesper. Everything will be fine soon for your family. More than fine. You will 
have a wonderful term as president. You will support me and Eye of the World 
fully, and learn to appreciate what I am doing for world peace. And you will find 
that with my support you will be able to accomplish everything else you want, 
and more. No harm done at all. 

“That is, if you cooperate. For you see, I am a doctor, Jesper. And it was 
lucky that I was here when this accident happened. I was able to save both of 
their lives after everyone else had given up. They will be completely fine, now. 
All I need is your agreement to help me in return. A simple operation.” He 
paused. “Would you like to see them?” 

“Yes.” Jesper’s heart leapt into his throat as he followed the doctor and Ajax 
down the hallway into a large room with white tiled walls and floor. Rebecka 
and Annika rested on tables in the middle of the room. They looked peaceful, 
asleep. No tubes or catheters were in sight. Not even a bruise. 

Jesper saw them both breathing and his body relaxed so quickly he almost 
fell. Choking back a sob, he rested his hand on his wife’s cheek. “Rebecka? 
Wake up, honey. I’m here now.” 

Rebecka didn’t move. Jesper shook her a bit. “Honey? Are you okay?” 

“She won’t be able to hear you,” Baskania said. “You need to understand. I 
will not be able to wake them up, ever, unless you cooperate with me.” 

Jesper struggled to fight his anger. “What do you need? Let’s get this over 
with.” 

Baskania tsked. “Attitude. That’s not going to help.” He frowned. “You will 
pledge your allegiance to me. You will do as I tell you. You will report to me. 
And you will give me your eye.” 

“My...” Jesper’s hand flew to his face. “Are you taking my eye since you 
just lost yours?” 

“No.” Baskania chuckled. “Yours is not important enough for this spot on 
my face.” He tapped his eye patch. “I’m saving this for a special eye that should 


have been mine by now. Yours will just be another at my disposal. 

“When you give me your eye you will become part of my Watch Guard. I 
will be able to see what you are doing at any time, keep tabs on you. Your eye 
will be inside of me. I will bring it to the surface when I want to see through 
your other eye, communicate with you, or show you something where I am. I 
may send you on missions to show me things I need to see through your 
remaining eye.” 

Jesper could feel his stomach lurch into his chest. Baskania was a madman. 
He actually wanted to take an eye from Jesper, and believed that he’d be able to 
see through Jesper’s other one? This was insane. 

The only thing he could do now was play along, get him to release Rebecka 
and Annika. If he could only do it without losing an eye.... In either case, as 
soon as he got his wife and daughter safely out of here he would turn Baskania 
in to every authority that existed— 

Baskania sighed loudly. “As usual, you losers in Upper Earth show such a 
poor imagination. Like your predecessor, Colm O’ Keogh, I will have to prove to 
you that I mean what I say. I believe after this I shall have no more trouble with 
you.” 

In a moment, the most gruesome and unbelievable thing happened before 
Jesper’s eyes. Baskania removed his patch, revealing a dark gap beneath it. Then 
his features, his other eye, eyebrows, nose, and mouth, all sunk deep into his 
face, leaving deep pits that moved around and turned into even more pits. Jesper 
choked, grabbing his stomach. All he could think was that Baskania had turned 
into a white bowling ball with far too many finger holes. 

But then, even worse, eyes started appearing on Baskania’s face where the 
holes had been. Each of the eyes looked different in shape and color, as if they 
had, indeed, come from different owners. Jesper gasped as Baskania pulled his 
sleeves up. Eyes covered his arms. Some were glancing all around the room, 
others stared pointedly at him. 

Jesper felt his knees buckle. Ajax appeared at his side, holding him up. 
“S’okay, Mr. President,” he said. “It looks strange at first, but you’ ll get used to 
it. Mr. Baskania here is doing everything he can for the good of the people of the 
world, protecting them from bad governments. We just want to make sure you’re 
on our side.” 

Jesper nodded, as if there was a choice. Baskania’s eyes were disappearing 
into holes in his face again, and his normal features erupted on its surface. He 
waved an arm at Rebecka and Annika, and suddenly both of them sat straight up 


on their tables, eyes open. 

They looked at Jesper and said in unison, “You need to help the Crown 
Prince of Peace if you want us to live.” Then they both lay back down and 
closed their eyes again. 

Jesper felt his knees shaking. No wonder Colm couldn’t wait to hand over 
this job. “Can’t I just resign now, let someone else do this?” 

“Pm afraid that’s not an option,” Baskania said. “If you want to keep your 
family. And I wouldn’t bother telling anybody about this. I don’t think they 
would believe you. Even your family—they won’t remember a thing that’s 
happened here. You’ll get one of the new glass eye replacements. They look 
completely real, nobody will know.” 

Jesper nodded. In just one year he’d be out of this predicament. At least 
Baskania would have less reason to plague him, he hoped. It was time to save his 
family. “Take the eye then. Let’s get this over with.” 


Jesper was unusually quiet on the train ride back to Stockholm. 

“Are you okay, sweetheart?” Rebecka asked. “It was so nice of you to come 
down and get us. You really didn’t need to.” 

He nodded and pulled her close, squeezing Annika in for the hug. It would 
all be okay, he told himself. It would take a while to get used to seeing out of 
only one eye, but that was nothing compared to having his family back. 

It wasn’t until the following week, at his first UN meeting as president, that 
he felt a burning in his good eye. He knew who was watching. 


Homer let the vision fade. Maybe it was a good thing that he wasn’t responsible 
for humans any more. It was too much work. 
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EREC REX: THE DRAGON’S EYE 


Reading Group Discussion Questions 


. Kaza Kingsley used names, objects, and stories from mythology 
throughout the book. How many references can you find? 


. The citizens of Alypium and the Kingdoms of the Keepers debate 
whether to let the “Losers” in Upper Earth know about the magic they 
lost. Supposing we did once have magic, would we deserve to know 
how to use it again? Is there such a thing as dangerous knowledge? 
What things might you hide from people to keep from hurting them? 


. Why do you think Erec’s cloudy thoughts make him sick at the 
beginning of the book but not at the end? Would you like to have 
cloudy thoughts? Are they a gift or a curse? 


. Erec is overly confident in his ability to face the shadow demon in King 
Pluto’s dungeons. Did you think he would succeed in walking through 
the shadow demon and rescue his mother? When you finished reading 
the chapter, did you think he or his mother had been killed? Who would 
frighten you more, the destroyers or the shadow demon? 


. Erec changes over the course of the story. How do his internal struggles 
relate to his outer struggles? 


. If King Pluto is a powerful king, why does he have Baskania for a 
master? What do you think he is getting out of that deal? Is there any 
good in him? 


. Erec has a strong sense of justice. Baskania and Balor, on the other 
hand, will do whatever it takes to get power. Can justice and power 
coexist? Are people in power too interested in keeping it to be truly 
just? 


10. 


11. 


12. 


What kind of powers do you think the dragon’s eye holds? What about 
the scepter? Will these things be good for Erec or not? 


During the coronation ceremony, why did the scepter fly to Erec and 
the Lia Fail scream? Is Erec meant to be king because he won the 
contests, or is there some other reason? 


Is Aoquesth kind even though he eats humans who invade his cave? 
Would you like to meet him? Were you surprised when he told Erec that 
the eye he was guarding belonged to Erec? 


The Epilogue, “Ten Years Earlier,” reveals what happened when King 
Piter’s triplets disappeared, but it raises many questions. Why did the 
king say “Erec” at the end? Was the queen telling the truth when she 
told Daphne the triplets were dead? What do you think happened to 
Ugry’s tuxedo jacket? What might it have seen? 


Bethany has been a good friend to Erec. What will her role be in future 
books? Is she destined to be something other than a sidekick? 


A CONVERSATION WITH KAZA KINGSLEY 


za, what drew you to fantasy as a writer? 

KK: I think it was the part of me that never wanted to grow up. I always had a 
wild imagination and believed in things strongly. For example, when I was a 
child I was sure I could fly if I just worked hard enough at it. I jumped off my 
parents’ couch every day, convinced I was going a little farther each time, and 
I would soon learn to control it and take off into the air. And I still like to 
believe in crazy things. Like superstitions. I have to knock on wood when I 
hear good things, and I always say “God forbid” when someone mentions 
something bad. Good thing I never got into the throwing salt habit. If I had a 
choice, Pd live in a fantasy world any day. I try to make my life as fantastical 
as I can. So of course that’s what I’m drawn to when I start writing. 


d you learn anything writing Erec Rex? 

KK: Absolutely. On one level, I did a lot of research into Greek, Roman, Celtic, 
and Norse mythology for the series, so I learned a lot there. And on another 
level, I learned about myself, what persistence can accomplish, and how 
deeply the lives of my characters can affect me. A funny thing I noticed, 
before I wrote The Dragon’s Eye, I used to get so worked up from scary books 
and movies that I’d be afraid to go to sleep. And then I’d have nightmares. 
After I wrote the book, though, those things no longer affected me. Something 
deep inside of me finally realized the things I was afraid of aren’t real. 


ı you researched mythology. How did you use it in the book? 

KK: Mythology references are everywhere in Erec Rex. Sometimes they are 
blatant, like the Lia Fail, which is a stone straight out of Celtic mythology that 
screams in the presence of a rightful ruler. Other references might be a bit 
harder to spot. For example, King Piter, Queen Posey, and King Pluto relate to 
certain Roman gods. King Piter is named after Ju-Piter, king of the skies 
(Alypium being derived from Olympia); Queen Posey of Ashona is named 
after Poseidon, king of the seas; and Pluto was the name of the Roman god of 
the Underworld (Aorth being underground). I could go on and on. 


1 really? What other names did you draw from mythology? 
KK: Erec’s name, aside from being a Celtic spelling, is derived from Heracles, 
the Greek word for Hercules. And like Hercules, Erec has to perform twelve 


quests to prove himself. Balor is the name of a powerful evil being with one 
eye from Celtic mythology. I have a lot of eye references too, like Thanatos 
Argus Baskania. His first name is the Greek god of death; his middle name is 
a creature with one hundred eyes; and Baskania is Greek for “the evil eye.” 
Most of the characters in my books have names with some sort of meaning. 


lis is your first published fiction book. Have you always wanted to write? 

KK: I’ve written for as long as I can remember. I wrote my first book when I 
was in third grade. It was about a terrifying octopus that shot ink at people and 
made them do math. It involved a new way of doing math called 
“octoprillopus.” Strange, as I think of it, in Erec Rex, Bethany loves math, and 
being a seer has to do with understanding math. I’m starting to wonder if I 
have math issues. 


e there books that have inspired your writing, recently or in the past? 

KK: I read as much as I can, but I get as much inspiration from life as I do from 
literature. When I was a kid, I loved the Wizard of Oz series by L. Frank 
Baum. Dorothy returned to Oz repeatedly and had fun adventures there. With 
my Overactive imagination, I was sure I could find the next portal to Oz under 
a rock and go meet all my favorite characters. So those books inspired me the 
most. Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland and Through the Looking Glass were 
close follow-ups. I still love to read Alice and all the crazy poems Lewis 
Carroll wrote. I finally got to taste treacle, in honor of the Dormouse, a few 
months ago. It was delicious! 


seems that reviewers keep comparing the Erec Rex series to Harry Potter. The 
views are great, saying you’re original and fresh, but Harry’s name keeps 
eaking in there. Does this bother you or are you happy with the comparison? 
KK: [I’ve talked about this in several television interviews that are posted on 
YouTube and other places online. I think it’s inevitable that all fantasy books 
are going to be compared to Harry Potter because of the fame and success that 
series has enjoyed. But it’s like going on a date with a guy who keeps 
comparing you to his gorgeous ex-girlfriend. You love that he thinks you’re so 
great, beautiful, etc., and that’s really a compliment. But after a while, you 
start to think, “Hey, look at me! I’m my own person, not her. I’ve got my own 
things to offer.” I mean, the story line of my first book is about a boy trying to 


save his mother and finding out he’s a future king. And my second book has a 
battle, Erec is lost in the wilderness, addicted to the scepter...not something 
that compares to other books that I know of. 


there any advice you would like to give readers or others who want to write a 

ok? 

KK: Yes. It does not matter what you want to do, just do it with all your heart. 
Give up the excuses, reasons why it can’t work. And don’t listen to what 
others say. Plunge in with joy and love, and speak from the deepest, most 
hidden parts of yourself. That’s the part we all need to hear from, to help each 
other through the craziness of this world. 
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PROLOGUE 


The Great Secret 


Kune PLUTO TREMBLED in the shadows. His master had summoned him with a 
wolflike howl that left him shaking. Something was terribly wrong, he could tell. 
The howl was tinged with too much excitement. Maybe anger. Did his master 
think he had turned against him? Told somebody their plans? He would never 
dream of that. 

It was freezing here. Pluto shivered and pulled the layers of fur tighter 
around his thin frame. He had left his red ermine and crown at home: too eye- 
catching. People had shot him enough funny looks since he walked through the 
Port-O-Door into Paris. He hated Upper Earth. 

Another howl from his master ripped through his soul, silent to all but him. 
Pluto winced from its pain. He tried, as usual, to choke it back, but his body 
responded with a howl of his own. A couple nearby turned to stare at him. He 
wiped his nose with his sleeve, hoping to play it off as an overblown sneeze. 

King Pluto, pulling down his black knit cap, crossed the street into the open 
arms of La Place des Yeux du Monde. Bright lights glared inside, but a blind 
man in a dark smock ushered him into a small drawing room lit only by a hearth 
fire. 

The blind servant felt for a chair and pulled it toward the fire. “For your 
warmth, your highness.” He then rushed out of the room, scurrying like a mole 
through the depths of the complex. 

King Pluto sank into the plush chair, his scepter in his hand. Who would 
think that a king would come to have a master? But Thanatos Argus Baskania 
offered him more than he could ever have alone. He was always there for Pluto, 
the father he never had. When Pluto’s own father was alive, he was busy with his 
kingdom in Cyprus. And when he visited he had eyes only for Pluto’s brother. It 
was always Piter this, Piter that...and Posey was his darling girl. But the most 
Pluto would get was a wink. “You don’t mind, do you, Pluto? We’ll just be gone 


a bit. Piter promised to show me how he could speak to plants.” Speaking to 
plants! Please! What fascinating thing is a plant going to say? It made him want 
to throw up. 

Pluto rubbed his head. His father never cared about what he could do. When 
he finally learned to create a force field around himself, Pluto had been so 
excited to show him. At last his father would be proud. Pluto was up all night 
before that visit—he still remembered it like yesterday, and it was over four 
hundred years ago—but his father barely noticed him when he arrived. 

Pluto had stood there, blue flares of electricity swarming around him like a 
giant bubble on the grass. His father waved it off and said, “Your brother Piter 
made a force field around the whole castle. That must’ve been ten years ago. Try 
that next time, son. Get Piter to show you how.” Then he walked away. Pluto had 
stood there, frozen in his force field, afraid to let it down because someone might 
see the tears streaming down his face. He felt like an idiot. 

But his master understood. Thanatos Baskania showed up in his room that 
very morning. Pluto wondered how Baskania knew his feelings. But he helped 
Pluto realize how his anger could make him stronger. Thanatos believed in Pluto. 
He showed him a world of magic that Piter could never do, would never try to 
do. Black magic. Power over power. 

And now Pluto waited for his master in front of the warm fire...that same 
angry, lonely boy, waiting to be chastised for a crime he had not committed. In a 
breath, his master emerged into the room with someone else in his shadow. King 
Pluto bowed his head and stooped onto one knee. 

“Rise, son.” The Shadow Prince was tall and broad, with silver-gray hair, a 
crooked nose, and thin lips that pointed down in a permanent sneer. Today, six 
eyes peered from his wide, pale face. Just enough to keep surveillance. One of 
them, a steely blue eye, swept over Pluto’s face. “You are worried, Pluto,” he 
said. “But your fears are unfounded. I have called you here to share good news 
—and prepare you for what you must do.” Baskania pulled a silver eye with a 
coal pupil out of his pocket and absentmindedly stroked it. 

King Pluto felt his body relax. The warmth of the fire soaked through the 
layers of his fur. 

Baskania’s voice lowered to a purr. “A way has presented itself. For six 
hundred years I’ve tried to attain the Final Magic, but it has evaded me. The 
closer I get, the more difficult it has been to learn. I have gained more power and 
mastered more knowledge than anyone on earth, but I cannot rest until the last 
powers are known to me. Complete control over life and death, the earth, and 


everyone on it.” His six eyes all flashed at the glorious thought. 

“There was a secret that for years I could not bear to hear discussed. My dear 
grandmother Cassandra heard its prophecy right before her death. She had pried 
it, in a sense, from the hands of the Fates. And then she was murdered. I 
remember her simple note said the secret was hidden in a miniature—maybe it 
was a charm or a little statue...1 never understood.” 

King Pluto nodded. The Great Secret. The path to the Final Magic. 

“Of course you will play a role. It is time to deal with the monsters. That will 
help me exert my new influence.” He smiled. “As will, of course, the dragon 
eyes.” 

“And Erec Rex...” Pluto threw a glance at the third person in the room, who 
had yet to say a word. 

The Shadow Prince’s eyes twinkled. “Ah, yes. I have plans for him. After I 
pluck his eye out, I will dispose of him quickly.” 

“But...the Great Secret? Is it possible?” 

Several of Baskania’s eyes curved with silent laughter. “Soon the world will 
kneel to us. Let’s say I will have the help of someone who’s passed this way long 
ago, someone whose very life has been passed into me.” 

“Your grandmother, Cassandra? But how?” 

Baskania pulled a clump of frilly leaves with tiny blue flowers from his 
pocket. “With these...” 


CHAPTER ONE 


Seeing Green 


DEAR EREC, 

You haven’t met me, but I have seen your picture in the huge celebrations 
here in your honor. We are all so grateful that you rescued King Piter 
and stopped the evil Shadow Prince from getting the scepter! I just want 
to say, I think you’re great. I’ll probably never get to meet you except in 
my dreams. Just know that somewhere there is a girl who is always 
thinking about you. 

If you want to write back, put your letter in this envelope and toss it 
onto the grass. Otherwise, please throw the empty envelope on the 
ground to recycle it. 

XXXXOOOO, 
An Admirer 


Erec reread the pink frilly letter for the tenth time. It had appeared yesterday in 
the grass in a shiny hard shell when he was throwing a ball outside with his 
brother Trevor. One moment he was rolling in the dirt, and the next it was just 
there, gleaming white in the sun, the words “Erec Rex” printed neatly on the 
side. He picked it up, curious. Trails of slime oozed from the shell, but the pink 
letter poking out was dry. He almost had it memorized, especially the part about 
the girl thinking about him, and of course all those Xs and Os. 

The sun blazed through twelve-year-old Erec’s window, bouncing off the 
straight dark hair sprouting from the front of his head and getting lost in the 
tangled curls in back. He stretched in his bed and rubbed his bright blue eyes. 

Erec Ulysses Rex was a normal boy, with a few minor exceptions. He had an 
unusual gift, which he once thought was a curse: his cloudy thoughts. These 
ideas would overtake him and force him to do whatever they commanded. He 
used to fight them, but since they had saved his life, he was glad to have them. 


Also, one of his eyes was attached in the back to a hidden dragon’s eye, a gift 
from the dragon Aoquesth. 

But what he found out recently—that his mother knew magic, that he had 
been born in Alypium, and that he was destined to be king there—took away any 
feeling of normalcy he’d ever had. Alypium was one of the three Kingdoms of 
the Keepers, where magic was still known, along with the underground Aorth, 
and Ashona, which was under the seas. Not that Erec planned to actually 
perform the twelve dangerous quests to become king. In fact, there was a big 
problem he could not ignore. He now knew that becoming king would destroy 
him completely. 

Erec rolled over and read the letter again. For the first time in a long time, 
his alarm clock had not woken him early. What a relief. Maybe the thing finally 
realized it was summer...now that summer was at an end. The clock usually 
woke him by throwing things at him. It was one of the strange, lifelike objects 
that Erec had grown up with, like his juggling coat rack. His mother had gotten 
them from the Kingdoms of the Keepers. 

He glanced at the clock and then sat up, not believing his eyes. It stood in a 
small pool of water, beeping softly. His mother’s magical Seeing Eyeglasses 
were perched on its round face. Small tearlike droplets dripped down its 
numbers as it peered through the glasses. The clock was like an annoying pet, 
always waking him up too early, but now it looked pathetic. When he picked the 
glasses up, the clock came with them, blinking sadly. Erec pulled, but the glasses 
stuck firmly to its face. 

“Oh, no.” Erec smacked his forehead. He had left the glasses out last night, 
thinking about using them to check on his best friend, Bethany. He had not done 
it, and now he regretted taking them out at all. They were impossible to take off 
anybody, maybe even an alarm clock. 

He flopped onto his back and gazed at a crack in the ceiling. As he stared, it 
began to look quite like a minotaur with whom he had once had an unfortunate 
experience. He closed his eyes and sighed. Part of him wanted to go back to 
Alypium, where strange things like minotaurs existed and where Bethany was, 
rather than staying safe and comfortable in New Jersey. Sure, he had never been 
crushed in a pit under an avalanche of rock at home, nor nearly been killed by a 
multieyed fiend, or suffered attack fleas, but he also had more fun in Alypium 
than anywhere else. 

But the problem was the scepter. It still haunted him day and night. His 
dreams were ravaged with thoughts of holding its slick gold, streams of its 


power flowing through his body. It kept calling for him. From the first moment 
he had held it, he’d wanted the scepter badly, would do anything to get it. But 
since he had come home to Upper Earth, his craving for it had grown, and he 
realized what it had done to him. His mind wandered to it all the time, and not 
with thoughts of helping people with it or learning about its magic. No. Erec 
wanted it in his bones. He wanted its power. He wanted to join it...lose himself 
in it...use it to complete his will. 

His desire for it completely overwhelmed him. 

He had used it to too much, too soon, without any training...and he knew 
that if he ever held it again, he would be out of control, lost in its power. 

So becoming a king and wielding a scepter was out of the question. 


Erec rose from the small cot in the corner of the tiny room he shared with his 
two brothers. He used to hate being cramped for space, but now he did not care. 
After everything he had gone through, all that mattered was that his family was 
alive and safe. He stepped over his sleeping dogs, Tutt and King, and his brother 
Trevor snoozing in a sleeping bag. 

Danny and Sammy, his thirteen-year-old twin brother and sister, stood across 
the room staring at him and whispering. They looked alike, tall and thin with soft 
blue eyes. Danny’s sandy brown hair stood on end, and Sammy’s was smoothed 
into a ponytail. Ever since he returned from Alypium four weeks ago, they had 
been acting strangely—following him around, eyes glued on him like they’d 
never seen him before. It was almost like they were spying on him. His adoptive 
mother, June, had said they just wanted to keep an eye out for him since he had 
been missing for so long. But they certainly did not seem like their old selves. 
Danny had not cracked a single joke, and Sammy was not acting motherly at all. 
In fact, they seemed serious all the time. 

“Excuse me, guys.” Erec squeezed between the twins’ shoulders into the 
bathroom. His toothbrush, another lifelike object his mother had bought from the 
Vulcan store in the Kingdoms of the Keepers, sprang into action. It grabbed an 
open tube of toothpaste with its arms and legs, rested its bristle head over the 
opening, and squeezed until a big glob of white popped onto its face. Like a 
monkey, it swung hand over foot up to Erec’s face where, grabbing his mouth, it 
shook its head dizzyingly across Erec’s teeth. 

Erec gripped the counter for as long as he could stand it before he ripped the 
thing out of his mouth. He looked into the mirror and gasped. Two faces were 


right behind him, staring. 

Then he sighed. It was just Danny and Sammy. “You guys scared me. Are 
you under orders to follow me or something?” 

The old Danny would have hit him on the head and told him to shut up, but 
then again, the old Danny would not have been staring at him to begin with. He 
shook his head in warning and the twins backed off. 

Erec was leaving the bathroom when suddenly a blinding green light flashed 
through him. In the next second he could see again, but everything looked 
greenish. White cobwebs hung all around him. Erec watched himself moving, 
walking—although he was sure he was standing still. He gripped the door frame 
next to him. 

The image before his eyes was so clear, Erec was not sure if it was real. It 
looked like he was outside, somewhere, running through cobwebs...running at 
his brother Danny. 


Danny had a horrified look in his eye as he watched Erec coming for him. 
Erec sprang at Danny, tackling him, grabbing his neck. No, he thought to 
himself, what am I doing? But he couldn't stop himself. His own hands were 
holding his brother down, shaking him hard. 

A woman walked by in the eerie green light. She looked down at the two of 
them in shock. Erec watched his hand reach up, and grab at her belt and...yank 
it from her waist. His heart started pounding. What was he doing? How could 
he? The woman looked shocked, clutched her skirt to hold it up... 


And then the image faded. 

Erec stood in the doorway of the bathroom, pale and shaking. What had 
happened? It was like a dream, but he was awake and it felt so real. What was 
wrong with him? He didn’t want to hurt his brother. He looked at Danny across 
the room and bit his lip in shame. 

June, his adoptive mother, had come down the hallway. “Are you okay?” 
Erec shrugged, not sure if he was all right or not. 

“Your eye turned around and the dragon-eye side was showing,” she said in 
awe. “I’ve never seen anything like it. It glowed like a green light, with a long 
black slit in the middle. Then it turned back so fast I couldn’t believe it.” 
Concerned, she brushed hair from his face. “Did you see something through it?” 


Erec rubbed his shoulders, feeling unsettled. “You don’t want to know.” 

“What do you mean?” 

“Never mind.” Erec did not want to admit he’d had such a horrible thought. 
He walked back to his cot. What was that all about? This was the first time he 
had seen through the dragon’s eye since he got it...and he didn’t like what he 
saw. What made it happen now? And why did the vision have to be so terrible? 

He had been glad to have the dragon eye. It was so much better than the 
glass one he’d had before. Now he could see through both eyes. But what if the 
dragon eye wasn’t so great? What if it was evil? A chill crept through him. What 
if the dragon eye was going to make him do things like his cloudy thoughts did 
—only bad things? Was it going to make him really hurt Danny? No. He 
wouldn’t let it. 

Erec rubbed his new eye, wishing he could have his glass one back. The last 
thing he needed was something to make him more out of control. And what if he 
wanted to get rid of the dragon eye someday? Was he stuck with it? 

June went into the kitchen and came back with a letter. “This came 
yesterday. I forgot to give it to you.” 

He opened it. 


Dear Erec, 

I hate to ask you this because I know how you feel about becoming king, 
and the scepter and all, but it’s really urgent. Baskania and President 
Inkle are going to count your absence from Alypium as a forfeit. If you 
don’t get here within the week to do the first quest, they will hand the 
throne to Balor, Damon, and Rock, since they “officially” won the 
contests. 

I’ve been thinking about it a lot, Erec. I know you’re afraid of what 
might happen if you use the scepter again. And sure, being a king sounds 
a little crazy. But if you really were the king, you wouldnt have to use 
the scepter, would you? I mean, nobody could make you. Just think about 
it. I can’t imagine what would happen if Balor, Damon, and Rock 
become rulers and get the scepters. You know what they would do to 
everybody here? Would you consider it, please? Anyway, I wouldn’t mind 
seeing you again. 

Your friend, 
Bethany 


That settled it. Handing Alypium to the Stain brothers was not an option. 
They would turn the place into a wasteland, their dragon horses breathing fire on 
everyone, using the scepters for destruction. Like it or not, Erec was going. 


CHAPTER TWO 


Police Officerssss 


Erec was not sure what to pack for his trip to Alypium. The last time he had 
brought nothing at all. He couldn’t help feeling like he was making a big 
mistake. A dream he’d had last night about the scepter was his most vivid one 
yet. It started the same as usual. He made a command. The scepter’s energy 
started at his fingertips and streamed through his body, building into a roar. 
Usually he did not remember the command, but this time he was ashamed to 
remember it only too well. He had told it that he wanted to rule the world. And 
as the scepter did his bidding—making everybody drop to their knees and bow 
down to him—he’d heard his enemy, Baskania, laughing wildly. 

Maybe Bethany was right. Maybe he could be king and just put the thing in a 
closet and never look at it again. 

Erec swallowed hard. He doubted he could do that. But he pushed the 
thought from his mind. At least he would get to see Bethany in Alypium, and 
maybe his secret admirer as well. What would it be like to be surrounded by 
adoring fans? The thought cheered him up. He probably would get free cloud 
cream sundaes and chocolate-covered honey drops. Big-eyed girls would crowd 
around him wanting to hear how he fought off the destroyers. He would have to 
get used to signing autographs, of course, but that would be okay. 


When Erec appeared, Zoey was eating Flying Count cereal in the kitchen. She 
ran to his side. “Tell me about the destroyers in the dungeon again. Did you 
almost die?” Erec laughed. Since he had been back, his younger siblings, Trevor, 
Nell, and Zoey, couldn’t get enough of his stories. 
Trevor downed a mouthful of Magnon Fiber and leaned forward eagerly. 
Erec sat down and Zoey climbed into his lap. “It was nothing. I just threw 
paper on all their noses with a wooden arm, and they dropped like flies.” 


Zoey’s eyes were big, but June rolled hers. “All right, hero. Eat some 
breakfast, we’ll hop a train to Grand Central in New York, and Pll walk you to 
FES Station.” 

Danny and Sammy were glued to the television. A reporter blared, “The 
latest developments of the multinational organization, Eye of the World, have 
raised concerns. Unnamed sources report that, under various names, Eye of the 
World is purchasing fleets of ocean liners, railroads, and trucking companies 
across the globe, as well as many important bridges. 

“In an unprecedented move, Eye of the World has just purchased the famous 
Chunnel connecting Great Britain to the European continent. The Channel 
Tunnel, previously not for sale, was won after billions of dollars filtered to the 
controlling governments. Many are expressing fears about Eye of the World 
having too much control. Its leader, the elusive Crown Prince of Peace, already 
owns Sky Limit, the megacorp controlling most of the world’s air traffic. He 
explains, ‘Eye of the World is taking the mission of peace into its own hands. 
Governments have abused the trust of their people long enough, using their 
power over transportation to wage wars as they please. We are simply creating a 
network of safety and peace that is unbreakable for the good of all.’” 

June switched off the television, a sour look on her face. Danny and Sammy 
huddled, whispering, then insisted on walking with Erec and June to FES Station 
that led to the Kingdoms of the Keepers and Alypium. Eleven-year-old Nell 
pushed aside her walker to hug Erec good-bye, then came skinny red-haired 
Trevor, and finally Zoey squeezed him too, flinging her long blond curls in his 
face. 

June slipped thirty dollars to the short, pudgy hot dog vendor at Grand 
Central Station. “Pl check in with you as soon as I can get those glasses off your 
alarm clock,” she told Erec. “And e-mail me. If you need anything, just come 
home through a Port-O-Door.” 

“All right, Mom.” 

Danny took sixty dollars out of his pocket and handed it to the vendor. “Two 
more, Gerard.” 

“Oh, no you don’t,” June said. “You’re starting school soon, and you need to 
stay with the family.” She snatched the money from the vendor’s fist. “Where 
did you get this?” 

The twins stared at her coldly. Sammy produced another sixty dollars and 
handed it to the vendor. 

June’s eyes narrowed at the now confused Gerard, who dropped the money 


back into her hand. “Hey, this isn’t family therapy,” he said. “I’m running a 
business here.” He looked over Sammy’s shoulder at the next customer in a 
growing line. “Yeah, whadda ya want?” 

June’s face was red with embarrassment. “We’ll talk about this when we get 
home.” She threw withering glances at Danny and Sammy. “We discussed this, 
and I said no. You start school soon and we don’t have a tutor lined up for you in 
Alypium. There is no reason for you to go there.” 

Sammy’s steel blue eyes swung to her mother. “Mom, we need to stay with 
Erec. Someone has to keep an eye on him.” She grabbed the money out of her 
mother’s hand and shoved it back at the vendor. “We’re going too.” 

“Sammy!” June spun her around. “We will discuss this later. It’s time you 
two pulled yourselves together. Everyone’s home now. We’re all okay. Let’s 
have a fresh start.” She held her hand out to Gerard for the money. 

Danny’s voice raised a notch. “Listen, Mom. We’re going and you can’t stop 
us.” He shoved her away from the money Gerard held out. 

“What?” June looked shocked, holding her arm where Danny had pushed 
her. 

Erec couldn’t believe it. What was wrong with them? “Listen, guys. Pll visit 
soon. Just stop making a big deal about this.” 

Danny sneered. “Shut up, Erec. It’s none of your business.” He turned to 
Gerard. “Keep the money. We’re going with him.” 

Gerard looked back and forth confused. Finally he shrugged his shoulders. 
“Password?” 

June stepped forward. “No!” 

Suddenly, the world around Erec vanished. Instead, he found himself 
standing in the middle of a green cyclone, rooted to the earth by his feet. His 
hands stretched into the swirling vortex around him. Everything glowed an 
unreal shade of green, like he had stepped into a comic book. Thin cobwebs 
filled the air. He was dizzy and sick, and his stomach rose into his throat. 

It was almost as if... 

It was. 

A cloudy thought. But not like any he had ever experienced. Something was 
happening with his dragon eye. It was making his cloudy thought different. Wild 
and out of control. He felt changed, morphed into some kind of green monster. 

Fire felt like it was shooting from his fingertips. He was strong, energized. 
He could do anything. It was like the power of the trident was inside him. 

Then the command came to him. He knew what he had to do. 


Run at Danny, full speed. Knock him down. Use all of your brute force. Then 
tie his hands with a belt. 

What kind of craziness was this? Hurt his brother? Just because he wanted to 
come to Alypium? No. He wouldn’t do it. 

But if it had been hard in the past to fight his cloudy thoughts, it was 
impossible now. His body raced forward, fists up, straight for his brother. He felt 
sick. Sick with himself, sick with what he was doing, yet unable to stop. 

And then he saw it. There was a glint in Danny’s hand. Something sharp 
flew from his fingers as Erec tackled him. He shoved Danny onto the sidewalk, 
held him down, heart pounding. What was that thing he had been holding? 
Danny stared at him wildly, a thin trickle of blood running from his lip. 

A woman walked by wearing a belted skirt. She looked down at them in 
horror. Erec closed his eyes. No. But he could not fight it. He yanked the cloth 
belt from her waist, tied it around Danny’s wrists, then sat on his knees. The 
woman clutched at her skirt, gasping in shock. 

It was over. Erec rubbed his eyes, the green light gone. His dragon eye must 
have switched around to his regular eye. 

June’s mouth hung open. She rushed over to help Danny up, handing the 
woman her belt back with an apology. “Erec,” she said, “what is wrong with 
you? Why did you do that?” 

Danny sat up and rubbed his head. Erec stared at the ground, ashamed. “I’m 
sorry.” He looked at Danny. “What were you holding?” 

Danny glared at him. “A mirror. I had something stuck in my teeth.” 

Erec dropped his head into his hands. “I am so sorry.” He helped Danny up. 
How could this have happened? Were his cloudy thoughts turning on him? He 
looked at his hands, disgusted with what he had done. 

June laid her hand on his arm. “Are you going to be okay?” Erec nodded. 
“Maybe Danny and Sammy should keep an eye on you, after all. Come home, 
you two, and we’ll talk about it. Erec.” Her hand tightened its grip on him. “Be 
careful. After that stunt I have half a mind to keep you home. But you have a big 
job to do. I’ll check on you soon with the glasses.” She sighed. “Good luck with 
your first quest to be king.” 

Little did Erec know how much he would need it. 


The swarm of activity in FES Station came as a jolt after the four weeks Erec 
had spent in quiet, predictable Upper Earth. A thick, lifeless feeling penetrated 


the air. It was from the Substance, the invisible network that held all magic. 
Substance ran through Aitherplanes throughout the world, but more of it was in 
the Kingdoms of the Keepers, which made it easier to do magic there. For some 
reason, in the Kingdoms it gave off a sad ache that surrounded everyone, 
weighing on hearts and minds like an unsolvable problem. Erec knew from 
before that he would adjust to it in a day or two. After that, he would only notice 
it on occasion, with melancholy twinges. 

People bustled everywhere. Sorcerers and apprentices wore black and blue 
cloaks; some others sported shiny silver “UnderWear” from Aorth. Interesting 
shops lined the walls, like Neither Fish nor Fowl Vegetarian Diner, Swim with 
the Fishes Scuba Shop, and Under Grounds Coffee. 

Even with the heavy feeling from the Substance, Erec still grinned at the 
people flying under the sixty-foot-high ceilings. Women and men raised their 
arms and sailed up into the wind tunnel of the Skyway, the passageway for 
people who could fly. Erec had flown before with the help of dragon-scale dust, 
and Bethany had too, by using heli powder. Everyone in the Kingdoms of the 
Keepers was born with a magical gift. Erec wished his was flying; he would love 
to do it all the time. But then again, his gift of cloudy thoughts had helped him 
quite a bit. 

Thin wooden doors appeared and vanished all around the walls of the 
station. Erec immediately recognized them as Port-O-Doors, magical doorways 
that took people where they wanted to go, and vanished when they returned. 
Some of the doors shrunk to fit under food counters. Erec saw a woman stumble 
out of a shrunken door straight into a luggage rack, spilling coffee on herself and 
muttering. 

Erec had a little money with him, enough to splurge on a cloud cream nectar 
fizz at United Pollen Farmers. Before he slurped the last drop, it floated and 
vanished into the air. Without looking, he grabbed his suitcase and headed 
toward the white neon alypium sign. He lost his balance as his suitcase wiggled 
and jerked to the side. He grabbed for it, but it lurched out of his reach. 

A tall man with hair greased over a large bald spot appeared in front of him, 
clearing his throat and squinting through his monocle. “And what do you think 
you are doing? Stealing my luggage, I presume?” He crossed his arms. “You 
look familiar. I better call the police.” 

“No, please.” Erec looked at the suitcase more closely. It was dark blue like 
his own, but taller and without wheels. The thing happily trotted to the man’s 
side. “I’m sorry. I thought it was mine.” 


“Hmmph. Likely story.” The man frowned. “If it belonged to you, you 
wouldn’t need to grab it like that. It would have come with you on its own. Stay 
here.” His clawlike hand gripped Erec’s shoulder, and he spoke into his index 
finger. “Police? I’m in FES Station, by the Super A King fastaurant. I’ve caught 
a young thief here, trying to steal my suitcase. Yes, thank you.” Erec’s stomach 
sank into his knees. He remembered that people here had microscopic cell 
phones implanted in their fingers. 

The man glared at Erec. “Just you wait. President Inkle has gotten a lot 
tougher on criminals. You’ll sit in a dungeon, or at least get a nasty memory 
implant for this.” 

Erec remembered how King Piter, the king of Alypium, had punished Earl 
Evirly with a memory implant. He did not want to spend the rest of his life with 
terrible memories of rotting away in a cell, sure that it really happened even 
though it had not. “But I wasn’t trying to—” 

Four odd-looking, armless men in uniforms appeared. Instead of limbs, they 
had long, snakelike bodies. Their blue uniforms looked like tube socks with star- 
shaped badges and brass buttons stuck on. One of the officers wore a hat that 
looked like a blue bowler with a black band and a star in front, like a cross 
between an English bobby’s hat and one worn by the Keystone Cops. Another 
wore a taller black hat with a wide brim and a gold buckle, which made him look 
like a pilgrim. The third sported an ornate silver Spanish conquistador helmet, 
and the fourth wore a tall white pointed hat with broad wings that looked like it 
came straight off a Dutch farm girl. 

All of the officers eyed Erec harshly, swaying back and forth like snakes. 
“Ssssso, thissssss is the thief?” the cop in the conquistador helmet asked. 
“Tsssssk, tsssssk, young man. You will learn sssssoon, crime does not pay.” 

“B-but...” Erec looked back and forth between the men. He could not 
believe this was happening. They were not even asking him his side of the story. 
The men’s torsos started waving wildly, as if they were about to strike. One 
flicked a forked tongue from his mouth. Erec’s breath caught. What would 
happen now? He had to get to Alypium to stop Balor, not be thrown in a 
dungeon somewhere. 

A sudden flash of light surprised Erec. The tall man who’d called the police 
had just snapped his picture. The police officers slid closer on their tails, hissing. 
Erec wondered how they could catch him without arms. Then the one in the 
Dutch farm girl’s hat tilted back his head and opened his mouth wider than 
seemed possible. Two long fangs jutted from under his top lip, and a terrible 


sizzling sound came from his throat. His head wagged in excitement, tilting 
sideways as he approached Erec. 

That’s when he realized how they were going to catch him. By biting him. 

Thoughts of snakes and poison tumbled through Erec’s head in the split 
second before he turned and ran. 

He hoped the officers would not be able to run fast with only one thick leg. 
When he glanced over his shoulder, he could not see them at all. But then a 
woman behind him screamed and jumped. The police officers appeared, 
slithering across the floor right behind him. 

A scream gargled in the back of Erec’s throat as he pushed his way past 
people, leaping on his toes across the room. The snake men slid behind him, 
knocking people out of their way. Erec ran faster, flinging himself behind the 
counter of a coffee shop. 

A girl making coffee yelped. Erec apologized, then dove out of the way 
when the officer wearing the Keystone bobby hat slid over the counter. The girl 
looked as terrified as he was, and dumped a pot of hot coffee onto the snake 
man’s back. 

The officer hissed loudly and looked back at her, furious. Erec leapt over the 
counter and ran toward an UnderWear shop. He wished he could fly to escape 
the snakelike officers. But what he saw next changed his mind. Two of them 
were soaring toward him, wiggling through the air like worms in dirt. Their 
fangs glistened in the light. 

As he was looking over his shoulder, Erec tripped over a walking duffle bag 
and crashed to the floor. The snakes slid closer, mouths open. He scrambled to 
get away, but they were faster, closing in on him. One of them opened wide, 
fangs poised above Erec’s leg. 

There was nothing he could do. The snake thing would bite him and 
whatever happened then would happen. He hoped it was not poisonous. 

He squeezed his eyes shut, jaw clamped tight, but he felt nothing. When he 
dared to sneak a peek, he saw the officer’s snakelike mouth frozen over his calf. 
He jerked it away, but the snake mouth stayed where it was. Silence now filled 
FES Station. He noticed everybody was frozen, like statues. 

A chuckle burst out over his head. “It’s a good thing I was here, Erec. 
Wouldn’t want to lose you now. You have too many things to do.” 

The man who approached him made the snakelike officers look normal. His 
piercing green eyes were surrounded by thick olive-colored scales, scattered 
over blotches of pink skin. The scales covered most of his head, making him 


bald. His wide nose protruded forward along with his jaw, causing him to look 
like a reptile, and his mouth was long and wide. 

The man cleared his throat. “I suppose you’re gawking because of my 
looks?” 

Erec shook his head, stunned. 

“T understand,” the man said. He paced, his hands fluttering in constant 
motion like birds. “It’s the first time you’ve seen me like this. Nasty, isn’t it? A 
wicked boy did this to me a long time ago. This is a great improvement over the 
crocodile head he gave me, though. Did you know that if your looks are 
changed, you can never go back to what you were before?” He grimaced. “I’m 
sorry. Let me introduce myself. My name is Rosco Kroc. I’m your friend Oscar’s 
tutor.” 

Erec dumbly shook his hand. 

“Well, you better hurry. I’ve just learned how to stop time, and I can’t keep it 
up much longer. Let’s get you out of here.” 

Erec found his suitcase, which he had left by the United Pollen Farmers. 
Rosco tossed it on the luggage counter and walked him to the front of the line for 
the Artery to Alypium. “Are you ready to go? The police will think you 
vanished. Good thing they don’t know your name.” 

Erec nodded. In a second, everyone around him was moving again. He heard 
screams from the far end of the station, where it sounded like the officer might 
have accidentally bit somebody else. 

He wasn’t sticking around to find out. 


CHAPTER THREE 


The Real Erec Rex Is Dead 


GROUPS OF TEN people entered the pellet-shaped compartments that shot 
forward in bursts into a dark tunnel. Erec was soon ushered into a large capsule 
with a clear window in front. He sat in the second row next to a round woman 
with a blond mustache. His head lurched back as the capsule shot into the tunnel. 
A small headlight showed whirlwinds of liquid dirt whizzing by. 

Erec turned to the woman next to him. “What’s in this tunnel, mud?” 

She raised her eyebrows. “You’ve never traveled before, boy? This is a 
subterranean river. Some of it is mud, and some is the plasma they pump through 
here to keep it clean.” 

Erec winced at the sight. It looked anything but clean. They hit a rocky spot, 
and the capsule bounced roughly against stones jutting from the wall. The 
woman tutted, shaking her head. “That’s plaque building up on the walls. They’ll 
have to fix this artery soon or abandon it. Every now and then a pod gets stuck in 
a tight artery. It can be hours or days before it works itself free,” she complained. 
“Last time that happened, there was a huge earthquake in Japan.” 

Within minutes the little ship shot into the daylight and slammed to a stop. 
Erec staggered, feeling seasick, into Alypium Station. He found the luggage 
counter and pointed to his suitcase. The luggage clerk poked it and looked at him 
sadly. “Sorry, mate. It’s not moving. I think it’s sick.” 

Erec held back a laugh, and lifted his suitcase off the rack. He dragged it 
behind him amid the other frolicking and leaping bags. He exchanged his money 
for three silver shires and seven paper Bils, then found the bus in the outskirts of 
Alypium. 


The cloudy citadel, that huge wall of clouds that surrounded and protected 
Alypium, shot into the skies ahead of them. Erec’s bus waited for a green light 


before it drove through a long tunnel in the clouds. 

When it burst through into Alypium, the sun shone hot. The picturesque 
town gleamed brighter than he remembered. The grass looked impossibly green, 
and the sky glowed like a cornflower in bloom. 

His thoughts turned back to the letter from his secret admirer. She said they 
had huge celebrations in his honor. He wondered if people would crowd around 
asking for his autograph. Of course he would sign, no matter how tiring it got. 

Maybe he should write her back. The worst that could happen was she 
wouldn’t answer. He wondered if he might be encouraging somebody 
completely unappealing to fall for him. But no. Who was he kidding? Nobody 
would fall for him from a letter. Plus, his admirer seemed appealing enough, 
judging from her flowery handwriting and scented stationery. 

He took out the pen and paper from his pocket and wrote: 


Dear admirer, 

Thank you for your letter. I’m glad you’ve heard good things about me. 
[He stopped and wondered how many people—okay, how many girls— 
had also heard good things about him.] I hope things are going well for 
King Piter now. [He paused, hoping this didn’t sound too dumb.] I’m 
coming back to Alypium today to begin my first test to be king. [Erec sat 
straighter after writing this.] Maybe PIl run into you. 

Erec 


He folded the paper fast and stuck it into the shell envelope which instantly 
sealed itself shut. The directions about throwing it into the dirt seemed odd, but 
Erec had become used to odd things this summer. He opened the bus window 
and tossed it onto the grass. The envelope glommed into a thick white blob and 
disappeared. 

There was no taking it back now. Oh well, he hadn’t said much to worry 
about. Might as well forget about it. 

Two signs twinkled with lights on the lawn of the Green House, where 
President Inkle lived. One read FREEDOM, LIBERTY, AND JUSTICE: IT’S THE ALYPIAN 
way. The other sign glittered PROTECT YOUR RIGHTS. THEY ARE ALL YOU HAVE. 
Farther on, swarms of people marched with signs in the yard of a golden turreted 
building. 

He turned to a man with a high, wrinkled forehead who sat next to him. 


“What’s going on there?” 

The man winked. “Not from here, eh? That’s the Labor Society, where the 
Bureau of Bureaucrats is located. A long time ago, the old sorcerers worked 
there—the ones that watched over King Piter, Queen Posey, and King Pluto 
when they did their twelve quests. Now it’s a government building.” He laughed. 
“T’m sure glad I’m not doing one of those quests. They were never easy, but I’ve 
heard they are going to be deadly this time around. Of course, someone’s got to 
be weeded out.” He laughed. “Let’s hope it’s that smarmy imposter.” 

Erec nodded and said, “Balor Stain.” Balor was one person Erec dreaded 
seeing again. He had competed against Erec in contests to become king and 
cheated every step of the way. Erec had won the contests, and the scepter and a 
stone called the Lia Fail had identified him as the next true king. He alone 
should be allowed to do the twelve quests that were the path to becoming king. It 
was ridiculous that Balor and his friends would be allowed to do the quests with 
him—or against him. 

The man next to him murmured something about Balor Stain being all right, 
but Erec’s eyes were drawn to some of the banners as the bus sped by the 
picketers. Their signs were confusing, and he only caught a few words:...DOZED 
FOR TEN YEARS, AND NOW HE WANTS TO BULLDOZE YOUR RIGHTS...Who could that 
be about? Not King Piter? 

Erec’s breath caught as he saw Castle Alypium towering over the city, 
glowing and sparkling like he had never seen it. It looked impressive and royal 
now that it was upright. King Piter had set the castle on its side right before he 
was hypnotized, which had made it look like a huge comb dropped from outer 
space. After Erec rescued him, the king had set it upright again. 

He dragged his suitcase past the six stone statues in front and through the 
immense doors that stood wide open. Inside, the entry room sparkled. Before, 
grime had coated the chandeliers and the tapestries, and the hardworking maids 
could not scrub it clean. He smiled. Now that King Piter was himself again, 
everything was all right. 

“Ewec...2? Ewec!” An unfamiliar voice squeaked from across the room. A 
little pasty-faced man flew toward him. Wild, fuzzy brown hair rimmed his shiny 
bald head, and huge, thick black glasses seemed almost connected to his lumpy 
nose and bushy mustache like a bad costume. The man, whose eyes only came 
up to Erec’s chin, grabbed his hand and shook it vigorously. 

“So glad to finally meet you. So, so glad.” The man sounded like a 
congested saxophone. “I’ve waited here since I got the word. It’s been weeks 


now. My name is Pimster Peebles, call me, um, Mr. Peebles.” He smiled and 
cocked his head, mussing Erec’s hair like a long lost relative. 

“Hi.” Erec was confused. It seemed rude to ask why this man had been 
waiting for him. “How...should I know you?” 

Peebles’s high voice shot up and down like a wobbly roller coaster. “Oh, no, 
no. But you will. I’m to be your sowcery tutor.” He stuck his thumbs in his 
armpits and puffed his chest, face glowing with pride. 

“My sorcery tutor?” 

“Yes. I wequested the job as soon as I heard about you. Insisted on it, 
actually. It will be my utmost pleasure to serve he who will be king.” 

Erec felt even more uncomfortable as the man’s chin jutted high into the air. 
He cleared his throat. “Nice to meet you. I better find my room now, and my 
friends. Maybe Pll see you later.” 

“But of course. Follow me, Ewec.” The man swiveled on his heel and led 
Erec down the hallway into a large atrium where the corridors leading to the 
north, south, east, and west wings met. Nothing seemed to have changed, except 
it was much cleaner. Erec followed Mr. Peebles into the ornate south wing and 
up to the second floor, not far from where Balor and Damon Stain had stayed 
during the contests. Erec remembered with disgust how Balor had hung him 
upside down in the air in his room, and even tried to kill him. 

Peebles gave Erec a key to a room that was a far cry from his old dorm. 
Three thick mattresses were piled high on the bed, and a step stool to climb up 
on top of them stood nearby. Plush plum-colored carpets covered the floor, and 
the windows overlooked the castle gardens. A table was set with sandwiches, 
lemonade, fruit, and a tray of desserts on white cloth. The only thing missing 
that Balor’s room had had was a large screen and video game chairs. Erec played 
with the dimmer on the chandelier until Mr. Peebles cleared his throat. 

His nose twitched like a rabbit. “Ahem. Once you are settled may we begin 
your formal tutowing? I am eager to start, but you may want a day to adjust. You 
are a complete beginner, wight?” 

Erec nodded. His mother had told him she had arranged a tutor, but he had 
assumed it was just for regular subjects like math, not magic. He smiled. This 
would be great. “How often do we meet?” 

A broad grin spread over Mr. Peebles’s face. “That, of course, vawies widely 
from tutor to tutor, but I like to take up a lot of my appwentices’ time. You will 
meet with me evewy afternoon from one to four. In the mornings from nine until 
noon you will work with Miss Ennui, your academic tutor. Let’s meet tomowow 


at the fwont castle entwance at one. I will accompany you to buy your first 
wemote contwol.” Mr. Peebles beamed. 

“My what?” 

“Your wemote contwol. Don’t you know what that is?” He made flipping 
motions with his fingers in the air. 

Erec nodded. A remote control of his own! Remote controls tapped into the 
powers deep within people and let them do magic easily. He never thought he 
would get one, but why not? “Do you know where my friend Bethany is 
staying?” 

“Yes. I believe she’s been looking forward to seeing you. She’s had her own 
little mansion built off of the west wing near King Piter’s chambers.” A frown 
briefly lit his face. “She dines with the king every evening in the west wing.” 
Bowing, he shook Erec’s hand weakly. “I am so honored to tutor you. So 
honored. Thank you, Ewec Wex.” He backed away, bowing and thanking Erec 
again and again until Erec shut the door. 

After Erec unpacked, he wandered through the castle. The dormitories were 
gone. At the entrance to the west wing, where the king lived, a whiskered man 
sat behind an ornate desk. He let Erec right in. 

Erec had taken only a few steps into the west wing when he stopped 
abruptly. A large dark shadow appeared before him. His eyes followed an 
omately carved wooden walking stick up past a scarab amulet—into the dark 
brooding eyes of Balthazar Ugry, King Piter’s AdviSeer. 

There was something nasty about Ugry that made Erec want to keep his 
distance. Ugry did not look happy to see Erec, either. “You’re back. You haven’t 
messed around here enough? Time to cause more trouble?” 

Erec’s nose twitched. Ugry smelled as rancid as usual. “I think I made things 
a little better around here,” Erec said. “I certainly helped King Piter snap back to 
normal.” 

Ugry snarled. “You got lucky. Don’t count on it a second time. I might not 
be so ready to help you, especially seeing as how you’re so eager to lay your 
hands on the king’s scepter and throw him off of his throne.” 

Ugry wasn’t going to scare him this time. “I don’t want to throw anybody off 
of anywhere. I just want to make sure the wrong people don’t end up in power.” 

“And you’re the right person, of course.” He glared, eyes boring into Erec. 
“Be warned. I’ll be watching you.” In a swoosh of black, Ugry disappeared. 


“Erec!” a familiar voice squealed as he passed the huge fountains outside the 
castle. A drenched Bethany popped out, followed by Jack Hare and Oscar Felix. 
Before Erec knew it, wet arms were flung around his neck. 

“Awesome.” 

“We’ve been waiting for you.” 

Bethany looked great. She had come a long way from wearing the only 
patched dress Earl Evirly, the man who had pretended to be her uncle, would buy 
for her. The sun glinted off her dark eyes and tanned skin, and her long, wavy, 
dark hair hung wet around her face. 

“In you go!” Amid grins and giggles, the three tossed Erec into the water. He 
stumbled to his feet and spit a small fountain into the pool. “What are you guys 
still doing here?” 

Jack smiled, brushing his blond hair from his eyes. “I’m starting my 
apprenticeship in magic. The best tutors are in Alypium, and my dad says I 
should learn things right. We’re staying at an apprentice boarding house.” 

Oscar, short and slim with spiky red hair, looked just as happy. “My dad let 
me come too. My tutor at home stunk so my dad signed me up with one named 
Timber Bellows here. But he died the day we were supposed to start. Nobody 
even knows why.” Oscar grinned, which Erec thought was odd, considering what 
he had said. “I thought I’d have to go back home...but of all people, Rosco Kroc 
happened to be in Alypium. He heard my tutor died and he offered to take his 
place. I am so lucky. Rosco is huge. He’s famous. He represents Aorth in the 
Green House. Rosco is kind of a hero in Aorth.” 

Jack squinted. “I’m not sure hero is the right word.” 

Oscar glared at him, then smirked. “Anyway, that means we’|l see you every 
day. All the magic tutors meet with their apprentices in Paisley Park right outside 
the castle grounds. Pll look for you there.” 

Jack rolled his eyes. “Stay away from Oscar when he’s with his tutor,” he 
warned Erec. “He likes to practice on his friends.” 

“I met Rosco,” Erec said. “He saved me from the...Well, I had a small 
problem with the police on the way here.” 

“What?” Bethany’s eyes widened. Erec told them what had happened. 

“Cool!” Oscar said. “Rosco is the best.” 

“Why don’t you all have dinner with me and Piter tonight?” Bethany 
grinned. “I know he’! want to see you.” 

“You’re kidding.” Oscar scratched his head. “I’ve been hinting at this all 
month. My tutor, Rosco, keeps saying you’!l invite me, but I didn’t believe him. 


I thought you’d hog the king to yourself forever.” 

Bethany blushed. “Erec’s back. It’s a special occasion.” 

Oscar shook his head. “Funny how Rosco is always right.” 

Bethany trailed a lock of hair behind her ear as she looked at Erec. “So, are 
you ready to do the first quest?” 

Erec nodded. He was still worried about what might happen. “I guess. I can’t 
let Balor, Damon, and Rock win and destroy this place.” He shuddered. “I don’t 
have much choice. I just wonder which I dread more, them winning or me.” 
Bethany looked confused so he explained. “If I get one of those scepters I could 
end up more evil than Balor Stain. I don’t stand a chance with those things. They 
changed me already, just from the little bit that I used them. I crave them every 
day.” 

Bethany shrugged off his concern. “If you win we’ll bury the scepter 
somewhere. Or we’ll melt it down or get rid of it. Don’t worry. I’m just glad you 
are going to try.” She patted his shoulder. “Balor won’t stand a chance. You are 
the rightful ruler anyway, right?” She grinned and fell with her back stiff into the 
water, then swept an arm across it, spraying droplets into everyone’s faces. She 
seemed much happier than Erec remembered her. 

He wished he felt that way. “I’ve got that heavy, awful feeling from the 
Substance, like when we first came here. I hope it goes away soon.” He splashed 
his feet in the water. “You happy here?” 

“Loving it.” Bethany flung her hands to the sky, sending showers of drops 
raining down on them. “Look at me. I’m swimming. Playing in the water. Not 
slaving day and night for Earl Evirly at his dumb newsstand and waiting on him 
hand and foot.” She closed her eyes with a big smile. “I have everything I never 
had. Piter gave me a whole suite in the west wing, and he even built a mansion 
for me attached to the castle. Servants buy me dresses and books. They’ll make 
me hot chocolate in the middle of the night if I want. I have my own hot tub with 
different-smelling bubbles in it every day. And I got the fanciest remote control 
from Medea’s. There is even a slide in my room that takes me down to a special 
library filled with...the hardest math books I’ve ever seen!” She jumped up and 
down and squealed. 

Oscar rolled his eyes and Jack laughed. 

“No wonder you’re so happy,” Erec said. She was unbelievable at math. 
“You have everything.” 

Bethany waved away all she had. “I’d be happy with nothing as long as I had 
Piter. I know he’s not really my father, but he’s as close as they come. Sure, the 


stuff I get is great, but it’s so much better to finally have someone want to give 
me something. He said he’s starting to think of me like his own daughter.” She 
beamed, then turned serious. “You know, Piter found out some things about me. 
I was born in Alypium, like you, Erec. My parents were Ruth and Tre Cleary. 
Ruth Cleary was King Piter’s old AdviSeer. My parents were both killed the 
night King Piter’s wife, Queen Hesti, and their triplets died. And I have an older 
brother named Pi. He’s on the Alypium Sky springball team.” Erec’s jaw 
dropped in amazement. Springball was his favorite sport. He remembered Pi 
Cleary, and he was great. “I haven’t met him yet, but I will when the team gets 
back in town.” 

“Wow, I had no idea.” Erec paused, thinking about what she had said. 
“That’s awful about your parents. Are you okay?” 

Bethany nodded. “I’ve known my parents were dead since I was little. At 
least now I know who they were. They sound like they were great. And now I 
know where I get my love of math. My mom was a whiz. I guess that’s what 
made her a good seer. King Piter says Pll be just as good, so I have a special 
tutor.” 

Jack looked quizzical. “I wonder if you could be related to that famous 
prophetess, Bea Cleary. She was the one who sent word that Piter, Posey, and 
Pluto would be born and were destined to rule the Kingdoms of the Keepers.” 

Oscar rolled his eyes. “Yeah, March thirteenth, 1510. We had to learn all 
about it in history.” 

Jack grinned. “It’s not a common last name, and she was a great seer too. I 
bet she’s in your family! She gave the Lia Fail to Alypium—that stone that 
screamed to show Erec was the rightful ruler during the coronation. Plus she told 
everyone how the scepters fly to the future kings and queens too. And then when 
Piter, Posey, and Pluto showed up on April eleventh, 1510, as babies, it all 
happened just like she said. So everyone knew they were the true rulers.” 

Erec was glad Bethany had such an illustrious past and wished he knew half 
as much about his own parents. 

As if reading his thoughts, Jack said, “Did you ever find your father, Erec?” 

Erec shook his head. He had spent most of his life hating his father and was 
not sure that he wanted to find him. “He’s probably somewhere in the Kingdoms 
of the Keepers. He can find me if he wants. My only memory of him is a 
recurrent nightmare from when he deserted me on the streets. His boss found me 
under a bush and called my father an idiot. His boss said, ‘The child is useful.’ 
Real heartwarming.” 


But Aoquesth had told Erec that his father was kind and generous. His father 
had saved the dragon eye for Erec to have. It didn’t add up. He tried to think 
more pleasant thoughts and remembered his dog. “Where’s Wolfboy?” 

Bethany clapped her hands. “He has his own room inside now, full of dog 
toys, and he has a house in the gardens, too.” She lowered her voice. “It’s 
padded, and it locks from the outside. His servants bring him there before a full 
moon.” She plunged into the fountain and popped up, water streaming from her 
eyebrows and nose. “He even has a tutor now, Ms. Frinley. She says he’s super 
smart. She might start to teach him to communicate.” 

Erec splashed into the water. He was happy for Wolfboy, but shouldn’t he 
have made these decisions? Shouldn’t he be the one teaching Wolfboy and 
setting up his doghouse? “Well, now that I’m back, he can stay in my room.” 

Bethany frowned, then shrugged. “Okay, but he might not want to. All his 
things are in there.” 

Erec sank into the water, bubbles streaming from his nose and exploding at 
the surface. 


The heavy, sad feeling from the Substance still weighed on Erec, but it was 
easing. He looked through his bag of gold, silver, and bronze coins Bethany had 
saved for him. Soon he would bring some money to his mother. She needed it. 

He found Bethany in the west wing dining hall. Light from the glittering 
crystal chandeliers glinted off the ornate glass goblets on the table. 

Bethany giggled. “Maybe later we can explore the catacombs under the 
castle. They were covered up for ten years when it was on its side. I hear it’s 
spooky down there.” She sat down. “How is your mom? Will she be safe on 
Upper Earth now?” 

Erec hoped so. “She said she’ll be fine. King Piter sent me home with chalk 
for her to draw around our apartment building. It’s supposed to protect her from 
being found.” 

The chalk line had been faint at best, and on the areas where she drew over 
the grass, Erec couldn’t see it at all. He hoped that it would work. If King Pluto 
or Baskania captured his mother again, he doubted he could save her. 

A man walked into the room wearing a white high-collared dress shirt, a 
black tie, a gray vest, and a long black dinner jacket with tails. He carried a tray 
of raw vegetables with white gloved hands, placed it on the table, and bowed 
low. “Modom. Sir.” 


“What did he say?” Erec whispered to Bethany. 

“This is Jam,” Bethany said. “He calls me madam.” 

The man stood up. His dark hair was slicked tightly against his head, parted 
way to the side, with little curls dancing around the bottom. Gray-green eyes 
sparkled in his otherwise composed face. He spoke with an English accent. 
“Young sir, my name is Jam Crinklecut. I am the majordomo, the butler in 
charge of the house staff of the west wing. It is my pleasure to serve young sir 
and modom. If you need anything at all, please ring me on the house phone in 
your chambers.” He bowed again. 

King Piter, the king of Alypium, walked in. His white hair bounced neatly 
behind him as he surveyed the room with his sprightly eyes. It felt great to see 
him alert and normal instead of slumped over, hypnotized like he had been for 
ten years before Erec had saved him with the king’s own scepter. He no longer 
looked fifty years older than his sister, Queen Posey of Ashona, or his brother, 
King Pluto of Aorth. It was hard to believe that the three of them had ruled for 
485 years, kept alive by the power of their scepters. 

Erec, Jack, and Oscar rose to their feet, and Bethany toppled her chair 
backward, ran to the king, and flung her arms around him. As he ruffled her hair, 
he lifted his eyebrows at Erec and waved him over. Erec shuffled closer, unsure 
what he was supposed to do. King Piter knuckled his head and grabbed him and 
Bethany in a bear hug. Erec gave him a slight squeeze back, feeling odd about 
hugging the king instead of bowing. 

Bethany shot Erec a strange look as they all sat down. 

“Um, could I have your autograph?” Oscar’s voice shook. 

A deep chuckle erupted from the king. He tapped his finger twice on the 
table. At the first tap a pen appeared, followed by paper. King Piter signed and 
handed the paper to Oscar with a smile. 

Oscar stared solemnly at the signature. “I’m keeping this forever.” 

“Erec.” The king’s blue eyes blazed. “I’m glad you’re back. PII notify the 
Bureau of Bureaucrats.” His face turned sour and he cleared his throat. “I’m sure 
they’ll contact you soon with your first quest.” 

Servants rushed in with platters of hamburgers, grilled cheese, pizza, and 
desserts, along with healthier but more austere Alypian specialties. The king’s 
plate was filled with unidentifiable green mush. 

“T remember my first quest,” he chuckled. “Four hundred ninety-one years 
ago. We had to save a dragon gone mad from disease. Pluto, Posey, and I 
researched how to save him, with help from our tutors, of course. We made a 


healing formula and threw a huge net over him while he was asleep—not so 
easy, I can tell you. Of course he woke up. Pluto distracted him so I could rush 
from behind and inject the formula. Posey had a spray to knock him out if we 
needed it. We thought we had it covered. But he sent me flying with his tail, and 
Posey’s spray sailed into the bushes.” He shook his head. “We were nine years 
old. It’s a miracle we survived. Pluto ran away. Luckily he tripped over a huge 
snake, and he screamed and jumped so wildly that the dragon stopped to watch 
him. Then Pluto fell face-first in the mud. I think the noise he made when he got 
up scared even the dragon. Pluto saved us in his own funny way, although he 
never would see it like that. Aoquesth didn’t even notice when I injected the 
medicine.” 

Erec’s eyebrows shot up. “Did you say Aoquesth?” 

King Piter winked. “Yup. The dragon that gave you your eye. Funny, isn’t it? 
That’s the odd thing about Al’s Well. Its waters are fed from a deep spring with 
the fountain where the three Fates bathe, so interesting things and coincidences 
usually happen.” 

Bethany looked confused. “What Al’s Well?” 

The king’s eyes crinkled. “Al’s Well and Ed’s Well are our only two taps into 
the waters of the Fates. Ed’s Well gives visions of the future, but it is highly 
guarded in a place called Earth’s Edge, where the Fates live. Al’s Well is where 
you’ll draw your quests to become king. I hear they have new fixtures there.” 
King Piter’s eyes sparkled. “You will find that the things you must do become 
entwined with you. They are a part of your fate.” He shook his head. “It’s a 
miracle, really.” 

Oscar said, “My tutor Rosco can tell the future too, I think...at least my 
future.” 

King Piter frowned. “There are only a few people who can truly tell the 
future, gifted people like Bethany who will someday be a great seer.” Bethany 
beamed at the praise. “Anybody else who says they can see the future is a little 
suspect. And speaking of suspect...Erec, the Bureau of Bureaucrats will oversee 
your twelve quests. The process used to be much simpler.” He leaned forward. 
“You may not be aware of their presence, but they are observing you. Do 
understand, they will not help you if you are in trouble.” 

Erec was not looking forward to it. “What will I have to do?” 

“Your quests may include anything at all. There is no way I can prepare you 
for them. They are not contests but are steps that will make you stronger on your 
path to becoming a king. The waters from Al’s Well will see into your past and 


future and direct you as necessary. Normally, the three future rulers do the quests 
together. Since you are the only one known to be the next true king, you may 
take two friends to help with each quest, but they will not join you as rulers.” 

Oscar’s eyes widened. “What if I solve the quest myself? Could I be king?” 

“No, but I’m sure Erec would thank you for your help. To rule you must be 
identified by a scepter and the Lia Fail.” 

Erec frowned. “It seems silly that I’m supposed to be the true king just 
because I won those contests.” 

The king chuckled. “Is that why you think you are meant to be king?” He set 
down a spoon on the table. “Well, I can understand that. It’s best that you don’t 
know the real reason now. But the contests were fake, staged as an excuse to 
make the Stain boys rulers. Being king is your destiny.” 

The idea made Erec’s head begin to hurt. What was Piter talking about? He 
was just a normal kid. Well, maybe not. Normal kids didn’t get slammed with 
information like this every other minute. His stomach tightened. He was sick of 
people keeping things from him, and it was happening again. He said to King 
Piter, “Actually, I don’t care what is best for me. I’d like to know right now why 
I’m destined to be a king.” He slapped his hand on the table. 

Oscar’s eyes widened, and Bethany bit her lip. Erec wondered if he had gone 
too far, but he didn’t really care. He had enough mystery in his life, and he 
wasn’t going to put up with any more. 

The king looked uncomfortable. “All will be revealed before too long, I 
promise. Let’s just say you come by it genetically.” 

Erec could not believe it. “That’s all you’re telling me? What do I come by 
genetically? I don’t feel like waiting to find out who I really am.” 

“The only problem,” said the king, “is that this knowledge is dangerous.” 

Erec glared daggers at King Piter. The king cleared his throat and smiled 
apologetically. Oscar slurped his pizza and Jack munched on cloud loaf in 
silence. 

Suddenly, there was a knock at the door, which flew open a moment later. 
Behind a befuddled Jam Crinklecut stood Danny and Sammy. Their eyes fixed 
on Erec with relief. 

“These two insisted on finding you right away.” Jam nodded to Erec. “They 
said they are your brother and sister.” 

Erec looked at them in wonder. “Does Mom know you’re here?” 

“Sure.” Danny shrugged. “She wants us to watch you.” 

Sammy added, “We missed you.” She gave Erec a stiff hug. 


The king motioned for them to sit. “Please join us.” He signaled the servants, 
and they brought plates for the newcomers. 

Sammy blinked at the king. “Since we are Erec’s brother and sister, can we 
help him with the quests?” 

That was odd. Erec wondered how she knew he could have helpers. Maybe 
they had overheard at the door before coming in. 

“That is up to Erec,” the king said. 

All eyes turned to Erec, who busied himself eating his third piece of cake. 

King Piter twiddled his thumbs. “Your siblings may have a room near yours 
in the west wing near the royal chambers. Erec, like I told Bethany, if you need 
anything at all, let me know.” 

“But I’m staying in the south wing,” Erec said. 

Smiling, the king turned to Bethany and raised a fuzzy gray eyebrow. “You 
took care of Erec’s room?” 

Bethany turned red. “His magic tutor thought he should stay in the south 
wing near him.” Her face fell. “I thought the west wing was only for family...” 

King Piter smiled at Erec. “You may move into the west wing, and your 
brother and sister are welcome too.” 

Bethany’s eyes widened. “My stomach hurts. Excuse me.” She ran from the 
room. 


Erec could not find Bethany the next morning. He had a bad feeling she was 
upset. Danny and Sammy followed him like ducklings after their mother. Danny 
even walked with him into the bathroom, staring with empty eyes until Erec 
shooed him away. Their silence made the situation even stranger. Danny usually 
never stopped talking. Erec bit his tongue and tolerated them. Maybe Alypium 
was so foreign that it would take them a few days to get used to it. 

He snuck out of the bathroom, took the Port-O-Door in the west wing into 
his mother’s kitchen, and dumped half of his gold, silver, and bronze coins onto 
the counter. “Mom, I didn’t think Danny and Sammy were coming to Alypium.” 

June pursed her lips. “We discussed it, and it made sense. After what 
happened here before you left, it seemed a good idea for them to watch out for 
you, just in case.” 

“But they follow me everywhere. And now they want to do the quests with 
me. I thought Bethany and Jack or Oscar might be better, since they’ve been 
there awhile.” 


June sighed. “Do what you think is right, but try not to hurt their feelings. E- 
mail me on the MagicNet if you have any problems, okay?” 

Erec returned to his new room in the west wing and covered his face with a 
pillow. It was bad enough that he had to compete against Balor, Damon, and 
Rock to become king and be awarded a scepter that he dreaded having. Life was 
getting too complicated. 


Erec’s morning tutor, Miss Netta Ennui, had thick wire-rimmed spectacles that 
matched her silver hair perfectly. With a grim expression, she made the twins sit 
to the side while Erec took pretests in math, English, and history. All of the tests 
were either ridiculously easy or too difficult to do at all, so he finished them 
quickly. 

At one o’clock, Erec found Mr. Peebles by the front castle doors. Peebles 
flew across the room, a toupee flapping on his head, and nearly crashed into him. 
“So good to see you, so good, so good. And your bwother and sister, too. Now 
let’s all go get you that wemote contwol, shall we?” 

This was Erec’s first walk into Alypium since he’d been back. His stomach 
tightened. Would adoring fans crowd him, taking pictures and asking for his 
autograph? Maybe the store owner would insist he take the remote for free. 

On the walk, however, nobody even looked him in the eye. Erec cleared his 
throat in front of passersby, but nobody seemed to notice him. He swallowed his 
disappointment, reminding himself that privacy was a good thing. 

“You are so lucky your bwother and sister are here,” Mr. Peebles squeaked. 
His toupee had flown away, and the wind blew the scraggy curls rimming his 
shiny head. “Family is of the utmost importance. I expect you to include them 
here.” 

Mr. Peebles led them into a shop called Tricksters at the edge of the agora. 
The walls, ceiling, and shelves were black, and bright lights made the objects 
and people in the shop glow like wraiths. Mr. Peebles approached a silver ghost 
who gazed from behind the counter. “Do you have a special wemote contwol for 
this fine young man, Circe?” 

“Oh, yes I do, Mr. Peebles.” Her words slid like slugs sledding on the icy 
winds of her breath. She reached below the desk and laid a thin metal box with 
black buttons on the dark counter. “This should fit your needs. Of course it’s 
expensive. Five gold rings.” 

When Erec looked through the ghost’s eyes, he saw worms wiggling in a jar 


behind her, which bothered him enough that he could barely think about the cost. 
He counted five gold rings from his pocket and set them in her outstretched 
silver hand, then took the remote. 

“Caweful, Ewec,” Mr. Peebles snuffled. “You may not use this until you’ve 
had pwoper instwuctions.” He sniffed loudly and pulled the remote from his 
hands, herding the kids out the door. “This is a very powerful wemote contwol.” 

On the way back to the castle, Mr. Peebles led them past the Labor Society, 
the turreted building where the Bureau of Bureaucrats was located. Picketers 
lounged in the grass waving signs and drinking Flying Donkey Nectar and Snail 
Trail Lichen Ale. A woman with long red hair to her knees walked around with 
trays of snacks. 

Erec’s breath caught as he spotted his name on a sign. No, on several signs. 
One in the shape of a crown read DON’T SHOVE THE ER SCAM DOWN OUR THROATS. 
Others stated THE REAL EREC REX IS DEAD, and rM NOT AFRAID OF EREC REX— 
TRICKY MAGIC TRICKS NO ONE! Other signs stated BALOR, DAMON, AND ROCK: THREE 
HONEST WINNERS, and FAIR PLAY, and CONSPIRACY: DON’T LET THE CROWN 
AND THE KID CONTROL YOU! 

Erec’s heart sank. What were these people talking about? A thin young 
woman with short blond hair and pixie green eyes bounced off the lawn and 


pushed papers into their hands. The flyers read THE ER FALLACY: THE MYTH THAT 
GIVES THE CROWN A STRANGLEHOLD ON POWER. 


Erec felt sick. “Why do you think Erec Rex is a scam?” he said weakly. 

The blond woman seemed not to recognize him at all. She laughed at the 
question. “Obviously you weren’t there the night of the coronation. A few here 
saw it for themselves. Right when the winners were about to be crowned, some 
sorcerer that looked like a kid froze the whole roomful of people and made a 
scepter and crown come flying to him. Then he made it look like he saved the 
king from that stupor, or whatever was wrong with him. 

“At first people thought the kid had hypnotized King Piter himself. Then he 
woke the king when he was ready to claim power.” She sneered at the scam 
being played on them. “But King Piter is backing this fraud completely. It looks 
like they were in on it together, so King Piter can control who the crown goes to. 
Sick, isn’t it? The fake Erec even broke poor Balor Stain’s remote control during 
one of the contests.” 

Erec could only stare at her blankly. That was not what had happened at all. 
She shrugged and continued to tell more passersby her information. This was all 
wrong. He had saved the day. They should be thanking him. What about the 


snail mail from his secret admirer? What about the “huge celebrations” she 
talked about? Was she that clueless about what was going on? 

Erec was trembling, much too shaky to speak. Mr. Peebles bowed his head. 
“T’m still honored to teach you, Ewec,” he said. 

Erec backed away, then turned and ran. He had to get away. How could 
everything have gone so wrong? 


CHAPTER FOUR 


Erida 


Erec RAN onto the castle grounds, past the fountains, the gardens, and the 
maze, without stopping to think. He was vaguely aware that Danny and Sammy 
trailed him awhile, but he lost them in the woods. The rhythmic pounding of his 
shoes and his sharp breaths lifted him above his anger and cleared his head. 
When the ache in his legs and the fire in his lungs had cleaned him out enough, 
he sat by a trickling brook. Still unhappy, he threw sticks and stones into the 
water and watched them splash. 

It wasn’t fair. Maybe dreaming of admiring fans was crazy. But this? 
Everyone thought he was a lying cheater and that Balor and Damon Stain and 
Rock Rayson were good guys he’d wronged. How did this happen? Did Bethany 
know about this? He could not find her that morning. Maybe she was avoiding 
him. Maybe she hated him too. 

Erec’s head was swimming as he wandered back toward the castle. In his 
daze he tripped over a stick and landed chest-first on the ground. A chirpy 
rumble behind him sounded like a choking woodpecker. Erec turned and saw a 
man’s face poking through a thick shrub. The stick, slowly receding, now was 
clearly the man’s scrawny leg. Only his big black eyes, hooked nose, and red lips 
were visible through the bush, giving him the appearance of having wild green 
shrubby hair and beard. He made the peculiar rumbling noise, and Erec realized 
it was a laugh. 

Erec wondered how he fit so neatly through the bush. “I’m sorry I stepped 
on you. Are you okay?” 

Eventually the man stopped laughing. “A little upset, Erec Rex?” 

Erec was startled. How did the man know his name? He wondered if this 
guy also thought he was an evil scam artist. “Everyone thinks I fixed the 
coronation ceremony...and even fixed the Lia Fail and the scepter.” 

The man laughed so hard he choked, slapping his sides. “Maybe you did, 


Erec Rex. Maybe you did.” 

Fed up, Erec stumbled to his feet and walked on, wiping his eyes with the 
back of his hand. Nobody understood him at all. Not even the weirdo who took 
naps in bushes. 

In the garden he spotted Bethany and her magic tutor, a young woman with 
light brown hair. Seeing him, Bethany galloped over, waving her arms, long dark 
hair blowing in the breeze. Erec walked on, ignoring her, staring down at the 
grass. 

“Hey, slow down! I hope yov’re not mad at me.” 

Erec spun around. “Mad at you? I thought maybe you don’t want to be seen 
with me anymore.” 

Bethany burst out laughing. “No, you kook. Because I was such a jealous 
idiot last night and because I put you in the south wing? I should’ve asked for 
you to stay in the west wing even if I didn’t think King Piter wanted you there.” 
Her dark tanned cheeks grew pink. “I thought hard about it, and I guess I wanted 
King Piter all to myself. But I’m okay with it now. I mean, who keeps their dad 
all to themselves? It’s good that he gets to know my friends, right? And where 
people sleep doesn’t make them family.” 

Erec was relieved, and he told her what had happened. “I walked by the 
Labor Society today. All these people were marching with picket signs that said 
terrible things about me, like I was dead and a phony.” 

Bethany made a face. “Yeah. Even worse, they think Piter is corrupt. It’s 
pathetic.” 

“Tt’s worse that people think badly of King Piter than of me?” 

“Of course! He’s their king. They need to trust him.” She stopped and 
corrected herself. “Well, I think a lot of people do trust him. But Thanatos 
Baskania has been stirring things up.” 

Erec shuddered when he thought of Baskania’s many eyes bursting through 
his skin. The thought of running into him again made his teeth clench. “What’s 
he doing?” 

“A lot of people like Baskania,” she said, shaking her head. “He is the one 
that created the Kingdoms of the Keepers. Folks think he pulled Alypium 
through when Piter let them down. He’s telling everyone that Balor, Damon, and 
Rock won the contests, so only they should go on the twelve quests to be kings. 
Of course, Piter is backing you up, but the Bureau of Bureaucrats is under 
Baskania’s influence. President Washington Inkle passed an emergency law so 
that the quests will be open to Balor’s group as well as you.” 


A glob of pink materialized in the dirt by Erec’s foot, sprouting from the 
earth like blooming bubble gum. Purple swirled through the odd disk, which was 
dotted with red hearts and flowers. A pair of antennae waved at one end. 

“What a weird snail.” Bethany bent down to look closer. “Look, it has your 
name on it.” 

The snail crept onto Erec’s foot and fluttered its eyes toward him 
expectantly. Erec picked it up. Pink paper emerged from under the shell. When 
Erec pulled it out, the snail hid its head, and its shell flattened. 

Bethany gasped, her face pale. “What did you do to that poor thing?” 

“Tt’s a letter. I’ve gotten one like this before.” Erec hesitated before opening 
it. He wondered if it was from his secret admirer. It probably was, as the 
stationery was the same. His heart pounded and his stomach clenched, but he 
wasn’t sure if it was because he was getting mail from a girl who had a crush on 
him or if it was because she had misled him so completely about what people 
thought about him here. Maybe it was just a mean trick. Maybe there was no 
secret admirer. He gripped the letter tighter and stuffed the shell in his pocket. 

“What’s it say?” Bethany hopped on her toes, eyes flashing. 

Erec shrugged, staring at the paper like he didn’t know how to unfold it. 

“Come on!” Bethany gently extracted the pink, perfumed page and opened 
it. 


My dearest Erec, 

I can’t tell you how excited I was that you actually wrote me back! I 
never thought you’d have the time, as I’m sure you’re crowded by fans 
constantly. But I will treasure your letter forever. You sound as cute as 
your picture! Maybe someday if I’m lucky I’Il get to meet you. But, until 
then, you’ll always be in my dreams. 

Love, your SA 


Bethany’s face darkened and she stared at Erec. “You have a girlfriend?” She 
shoved the letter toward him, but he stuffed his hands in his pockets. Confused, 
she managed a shaky smile. “That’s great, Erec. I’m happy for you. When do I 
get to meet her?” 

“Bethany, I haven’t even met her.” 

“Yet,” she said sharply. 

“She’s not my girlfriend.” Erec grabbed the letter, crumpled it into a ball and 


threw it into a clump of purple flowers. The flowers grew smaller and bent away 
from the crumpled paper. 

“Why are you hiding this from me?” Bethany ground the tip of her shoe into 
the dirt. “You’ve obviously exchanged letters and sent your picture. You’re her 
dearest Erec, aren’t you? And she’s your...whatever her initials were.” 

Erec smirked. “SA. That’s secret admirer. But that’s not even true. The 
whole thing is phony. Someone’s dumb idea of a joke. Look around—where are 
all my admiring fans? And I never sent anyone my picture. It’s probably from 
one of the millions of people who hate me here.” Erec pointed at the purple 
flowers, bent away from the letter as if they were terrified of it. “Look, it’s 
probably poisoned.” 

A grin spread across Bethany’s face. “Those are shrinking violets.” She 
tossed a handful of dirt onto some broad purple blooms. They grew tiny and 
trembled under the torrent. “You should write back. Figure out who wrote the 
letter and we’ll get them back. Nobody messes with Erec Rex and gets away 
with it!” 

Erec smiled. Who cared if people thought he was a big fake? Bethany knew 
the truth, and so did Jack and Oscar, King Piter, and even Mr. Peebles. 

“T’m done with my tutor for today,” Bethany said. “Let’s go inside and write 
your SA back.” 


My dearest SA, 

I am so excited that you wrote back too! You sound like a really sweet 
girl. I think that since we are writing each other, you should tell me your 
name. You know mine! And I do want to meet, too. Let’s set up a place 
and time. 

Erec 


“You should write ‘Love, Erec.’ They’ Il think you totally fell for it,” Bethany 
giggled. 

“No way. But when I meet whoever it is, you can pop out with your remote 
control and freeze them. Maybe Pll learn to use mine by then too.” 

Bethany was shocked. “I couldn’t do that. Remote controls are not for 
revenge or hurting people.” 

Erec crossed his arms. “Well, what good are they, then?” 

She laughed. “My tutor said I should study magic for the sake of learning 


and to help others. You shouldn’t use magic for selfish reasons.” 

“Obviously not everyone thinks so.” Erec felt his ears redden as he 
remembered Balor Stain hanging him upside down in the air. He wondered if 
Mr. Peebles would teach him how to use his remote for his own purposes. 

“T thought we’d show up with rotten tomatoes.” She laughed. 

Erec sighed and flopped back onto the carpeted floor of his new room. “It’s 
such a relief to be away from Danny and Sammy. They follow me everywhere. 
They’re probably searching for me now.” He immediately felt guilty for saying 
it, though. They thought they were supposed to keep an eye on him. Well, when 
they found him, he’d take them to the agora for a cloud cream sundae and 
chocolate-covered honey drops. 

They wandered outside with Wolfboy and Cutie Pie, Bethany’s pink fluffy 
kitten, to toss the snail with Erec’s letter into the grass. Before it hit the ground, 
however, a hand reached from behind a bush and plucked it from the air. 

Erec and Bethany scrambled around the bush and found a skinny, dark- 
skinned man with a thick white turban wrapped around his head, no shirt, and a 
thick white cloth wrapped around his waist. Laughter bubbled from him like a 
brook. Erec immediately recognized him as the man who had popped through a 
shrub in the castle gardens. Wolfboy stared at him, ears up. The man held the 
snail on an outstretched palm. “Ahh, young love. So bitter, yet so sweet.” His 
whoops of laughter irritated Erec. The odd man was surely making fun of him. 
“You fools have no clue who it is you really love. And you, sir, will discover 
soon that those you love are not who you think.” 

Erec snatched the snail mail from the man’s palm and dropped it to the 
ground, where it sank into the earth. The man stood up and faced Erec and 
Bethany. Feathers flapped behind his shoes like odd wings. He whipped off his 
turban, a rectangle of white terry cloth that fluttered in the breeze, revealing a 
shiny bald head. “Dry now.” With his other hand he yanked off the cloth that was 
folded neatly around his waist. Bethany screeched and closed her eyes, but a 
baggy bathing suit covered him. The man flung a towel over each shoulder and 
waddled, pigeon-toed, to the castle. 

“Who was that?” Bethany squinted after him. “He sounded like he knew 
something about your letter. ‘Those you love are not who you think.’” 

“No,” Erec grumbled. “I don’t love whoever wrote the letter. That guy was 
crazy, that’s all.” 

Danny and Sammy appeared down a row of hedges. “Where were you?” 
Sammy’s eyes fixed on Erec. 


“We were worried about you.” Danny sounded more bored than worried. 

“Pm fine. I just got upset...the picketers...never mind. Let’s all go to the 
agora. I guess Mr. Peebles has given up on me for today.” 

Danny perked up at the mention of the tutor’s name. “Mr. Peebles said you 
could choose any two people to do the first task with you. Will you pick us?” 

Erec shrugged. “I haven’t thought about it. It might be better if I picked 
people who are more used to Alypium and give you time to adjust here.” 

Bethany added, “It sounds like the quests could be dangerous. Piter had to 
tackle a sick dragon for his first quest, and he almost didn’t make it.” 

Erec’s stomach clenched. With all the excitement of coming to Alypium, he 
had not given much thought to the actual quests he had to do. 

“We want to be with you to protect you. We insist,” Sammy said. 

Sighing, Erec closed his eyes. “We’ll see.” 


When they got back to the castle, a loud screech made Erec jump. Danny 
whipped around, pulling a remote control from his pocket. A creature with a 
large black vulture’s body and a woman’s head screeched in the air. Her black 
hair was combed into a tight bun, and thick black eyebrows hung over a beaklike 
nose and black lipstick. She grasped a parchment roll in her talons, which she 
held out to Erec, letting out a cry that was as much a squawk as a scream. “Erec 
Rex...Erec Rex...Erec Rex...” 

“That’s Erida,” Jack whispered. “She’s a Harpy. President Inkle brought 
them out of Otherness to help with law enforcement and to run the Bureau of 
Bureaucrats.” 

Erec took the parchment as Danny slipped his remote control back into his 
pocket. “Where did you get that?” he asked Danny. 

“T bought it when we were at Tricksters magic shop.” 

Erec had not noticed that. He would have to find out why Danny bought it 
and if he could use it, but first he unrolled the parchment, which read, “The 
Committee for Committee Oversight formally invites Erec Rex to the Labor 
Society this Wednesday at 1 p.m. to accept his first quest.” 

At the bottom was engraved a smiley face next to the words, “Our Mission 
—POPS: Prompt, On-time, Punctual Service.” 

Erec squinted at the page. “What does the committee do?” 

The bird woman howled a piercing shriek and said in a shrill voice, “A 
committee is a group of people organized for a purpose, you idiot.” She rolled 


her eyes. 

“But what does the Committee for Committee Oversight do?” 

The bird woman bared her talons at Erec. “You ask a lot of questions. It’s the 
committee that oversees the other committees to make sure that none of the other 
committees are overlooked, or if a committee has overlooked anything then 
whether a new committee should be formed.” 

Erec and Bethany exchanged a puzzled glance. “A new committee formed 
for what?” he said. 

The woman’s face turned red and her black lips clenched as her wings beat 
faster in the air. “For anything. Like...like the Committee to Formulate Mission 
Statement Opinions and Ideas.” 

“Like POPS?” Bethany pointed to the bottom of the parchment. 

The woman tossed her head, but her hair was pulled back too tightly to 
move. “Of course. And like our last mission statement, PUPS: Patient, 
Understanding, Pleasant Service.” She flew away, shaking her head and 
muttering rude comments under her breath. 


CHAPTER FIVE 


APs Well 


Danny awo sammy were standing as silent as sentries outside Erec’s door when 
he awoke. They followed him to breakfast—nectar, ambrosia, and other foods 
set out each morning in the west wing’s dining room—then to meet Miss Ennui, 
Erec’s academic tutor. The twins stared at him vacantly, making it hard to 
concentrate on the math tests that filled his morning hours. He couldn’t wait to 
meet Mr. Peebles at one and learn how to use his remote control. 

When Mr. Peebles led them into Paisley Park, just outside the castle 
grounds, Erec’s eyes widened. The park was filled with apprentices, many 
wearing blue cloaks, and their tutors. Kids waved remote controls at leaping 
lizards, which then froze in midair and tumbled onto the grass. Others levitated 
rocks and each other. Some kids meditated, unaware of anything around them. 
Stone benches and odd paisley-shaped shrubs were scattered over the grass, 
giving it an almost mazelike look. 

A boy with snowy white hair and black eyes looked familiar. As Erec 
passed, he overheard him talking to a girl. “I’ll tell you a secret. That guy, the 
one who claims he’s Erec Rex, I know he’s a phony. Y’know why?” 

The girl shrugged him off, not interested. He continued, “Because I’m Erec 
Rex. If anybody should be doing trials to be king, it’s me. But I don’t want to be 
king anyway.” 

Both the girl and Erec rolled their eyes. Erec was amazed this kid was 
pretending to be someone that everyone hated. Well, it took all types. 

Mr. Peebles sat at a stone table and set down a thick book called the Manual 
of Ethics and Magicological Statistics and Standards, Level VI. “Ethics are most 
important in the pwactice of magic. You will outline this book to get a good 
basis before you begin.” He plopped The Math Behind the Magic, another heavy 
tome, on top. “This will also be key to your understanding, so you will outline it 
next.” 


Erec stared at the thick books, confused. “Can I learn to use the remote 
control, too?” 

“In good time.” Mr. Peebles set Erec’s remote gingerly on top of the stack. 
“You may look at it now, I suppose, if you’re quite careful. Do wemember, it is 
hard to use in the beginning.” 

Erec picked up the remote and turned it around in his hands. “When I learn 
to use this, can I do whatever I want?” 

“Of course, Ewec.” Mr. Peebles’s fuzz-rimmed head nodded eagerly. 

“Even defend myself or get even?” 

“Why not? You’ll need to know how to do that, won’t you?” 

Erec nodded. 

A concerned look filled Mr. Peebles’s face. “Are you, ahem, wecovered from 
yesterday?” 

Erec nodded. “I don’t care what they think.” 

“Good, good. The whole thing was entirely my fault. I should never have 
walked you by the picketers. King Piter would not be pleased. I take it you were 
not supposed to know about any of that. You might find out more then. Can’t 
have that. Although I can’t say I entirely agree...” 

Erec pinned the little man in his gaze. “Is King Piter keeping things from 
me?” 

Mr. Peebles crossed and then uncrossed his legs. “Dear me. Dear me. I did 
hint at that, didn’t I? Well, I couldn’t actually say if I did know, now, could I?” 

“What don’t I know? Tell me.” 

Mr. Peebles’s eyes fluttered at the sky. “Oh dear. I weally hate to be in this 
position. As your tutor, looking out for your best interests, I do want you to 
know who you are and who your father is. But I have to obey orders.” He 
sighed. 

Erec grabbed the remote control, pointed it at Mr. Peebles and pressed the 
green button, wanting him to tell everything he knew. Nothing happened. 

Mr. Peebles tutted and patted Erec on the knee. “I understand. I weally do. 
Let’s just say...I can’t tell you what you seek or I’d jeopardize my position here. 
But if, say, you were to go into town more, you might just happen to find out.” 
His voice dropped to a whisper. “During your afternoons with me you may either 
outline your books or sneak into Alypium.” He tapped the books. “Now get 
started on your outlines.” 

Erec looked sadly at the huge texts. “Tomorrow I find out my first quest at 
one o’clock.” 


Mr. Peebles smiled at the news. “How exciting. I want the three of you to tell 
me all about it.” 


Jack and Oscar joined Bethany, Erec, Danny, and Sammy for dinner that night in 
the west wing. Servants brought roasted quail, barbecued salmon, whole grain 
cloud loaf, and loads of vegetarian dishes and desserts served along with the 
meal. 

“Alypium is heaven for vegetarians.” Jack sighed, loading his plate. 

Oscar popped a donut in his mouth. “I’m thinking of becoming a 
dessertatarian.” 

Jack rolled his eyes. 

“How did your magic lesson go>?” Bethany asked Erec. 

He sighed, thinking of the heavy volumes he had to outline. “Awful. It’s 
going to be forever before Peebles teaches me how to use my remote control.” 
He remembered seeing Bethany using hers with her tutor. It didn’t seem fair. But 
then again, maybe learning his tutor’s way would be better in the long run. 
“Peebles said I could use it for anything. Even revenge if I wanted. So maybe 
your tutor is wrong.” 

Bethany shook her head. “You can’t use magic on people for those reasons. 
It would corrupt you.” She held up her index finger. “My tutor says that once 
you start using remotes for fighting and revenge, the next thing you’re trying to 
kill them. You can get power mad.” 

“That’s ridiculous.” Oscar laughed. “My tutor, the famous Rosco Kroc, says 
that some people are too afraid to use the gifts they’ve been given. Get a new 
tutor, Bethany,” he suggested. “We levitated objects and turned them in the air 
for only a few hours, then went straight to people.” He giggled. “It was so fun at 
Paisley Park the other day. People didn’t know what hit ’em. Rosco had more 
fun than I did, I think. We’ve been working on making people warm, cold, 
ticklish—that one’s real fun. I guess I’m just lucky that someone as famous as 
Rosco is my tutor. And I’m learning so much better now. He’s skipping all the 
dumb stuff. He said I’m too good for that garbage. We’re working on killing 
bugs now. Rosco said I’m the best student he’s ever had, and he gives me cloud 
cream sundaes every day.” 

Jack stared in amazement. “You’re killing bugs? How could you? I guess 
people must be next, right?” 

Oscar rolled his eyes. “Please.” 


King Piter walked in and sat at the head of the table, nodding to the kids. 
Bethany took the opportunity to ask him, “What’s really correct? Is it okay to 
use magic on people for whatever you want, like Erec’s tutor says? Or does it 
corrupt you?” 

The king fixed Erec with a penetrating gaze until Erec squirmed. “Every 
time you use magic for your own personal gain, you become more tangled in the 
dark shadows inside yourself. As you learn more, you will know how to 
untangle yourself, but that is not easy. Of course, there are times that we all use 
magic to help ourselves or those we love, times when it’s necessary. But each 
time the choice must be weighed heavily, for the consequences run deep. Look at 
what happened to Baskania. He can do nearly anything—replicate any magic 
around him—and he does. He was born able to manipulate the Substance, and 
he’s learned so much and used it for such bad reasons that his sanity is gone.” 

Throughout his entire speech, the king ignored the others, talking only to 
Erec. “When you are training, a healthy respect should be taught along with the 
knowledge. Using magic at a whim for your own gain is very dangerous indeed. 
Erec, it seems I should have interviewed your tutor more thoroughly. When we 
originally talked, he seemed like he understood what I wanted from him.” 

Erec knew what the king wanted Mr. Peebles to do—hide things from Erec, 
like who he was and who his father was. “Mr. Peebles is just fine. He’s making 
me outline an ethics book, so I’m sure he’s not overlooking any of what you 
said.” 

The king looked relieved. “That’s better. Say, I hear you’re getting your first 
quest tomorrow. I will stay to find out what it is, but the next day I must go take 
care of a big problem in Otherness, the wilds that lay outside of Alypium. 
Something terrible has happened there. The dragons’ babies, their hatchlings, 
have all disappeared. All that is left is one nest of eggs.” He rubbed his head. “I 
wish I knew what to do.” 

Bethany’s eyebrows narrowed. “The dragons’ children are missing? That’s 
terrible. Can I help?” 

“No,” the king shook his head. “It’s best you stay here. Plus, Erec may need 
your help.” He looked at Erec. “If you need anything while I’m gone, my 
AdviSeer, Balthazar Ugry, will be keeping an eye on things here.” 

Bethany’s face fell. “But he’s...he’s—” 

King Piter stood to leave. “He has his difficulties, yes. But Balthazar is 
nothing but loyal. Ask Erec. Balthazar saved his life.” 

That was true, Erec thought. But Ugry had just threatened him, told him, “Be 


warned.” Something was not quite right about him, and Erec did not want to find 
out what it was. 


The next day, Miss Ennui did not let Erec out one minute before noon, even 
though he had finished the science testing early. Bethany and Jack met him with 
lunch in a bag, and Oscar joined them with the man who had rescued Erec in 
FES Station. He nodded at Erec, green eyes winking between his thick olive 
scales. 

“Um, this is Rosco Kroc.” Oscar puffed his chest. “My tutor.” Rosco was 
small and wiry, but in good shape. Under his black sorcerer’s cape he wore a 
neatly pressed suit that looked very expensive. “You don’t mind if he comes 
along, do you, Erec?” 

“Of course he doesn’t.” Rosco’s voice was deep and oddly familiar. “I 
thought it would be interesting seeing you draw your first quest again.” He 
laughed a high-pitched titter. 

“Again?” Erec looked at him in confusion, then turned away from his scaly 
face so it wouldn’t look like he was staring. 

Rosco’s cheeks reddened between his scales and he shrugged. “Just a turn of 
phrase.” 

Erec smiled at him. “Thanks for saving me from those snake police.” 

More people followed them as they walked closer to the gleaming, turreted 
building, until finally the streets were full. The crowd parted to let Erec’s group 
pass across the wide lawn to the small side door. 

Someone shouted, “I hope you fall on your face, kid.” 

Another murmured by his shoulder, “Don’t worry, he’ll never beat Balor, 
Damon, and Rock in a fair fight.” 

Another’s voice dripped with sarcasm. “Even if he says he is Erec Rex.” 

Out of nowhere, someone shoved Erec, and he stumbled. The crowd grew 
noisier, shouting threats. Bethany, Oscar, and Jack guarded Erec’s sides. Rosco 
held Oscar’s remote control out to ward people away. 

Balor and Damon Stain, Rock Rayson, and Ward Gamin stood before the 
closed door. 

Ward said to Balor, “What’s up with your brother Dollick? Why isn’t he 
doing any of these quests?” 

Balor shrugged. “He’s a little sheepish.” He spotted Erec and grinned. “Well, 
well. It’s my old friend. Glad you could make it, Erec Rex. That’s who you’re 


supposed to be now, isn’t it?” 

Erec sneered in reply. “I wouldn’t have missed it, Balor. Especially since I 
found out this nice place would be ruled by you if I didn’t come.” 

Balor laughed. “This nice place actually likes me, which is more than it can 
say for you. You give yourself a lot of credit, like your being here could actually 
make a difference.” He flipped his silver remote control out of his pocket and 
spun it in his hand, shooting Erec a knowing look. “Just five minutes with you, 
and this time you won’t live to tell about it. I see you don’t have those glasses 
anymore. Those were the only thing that saved you the last time.” 

Erec pulled his remote control out of his pocket and tapped it in his palm. 
“We’ll see what happens this time.” 

Balor’s eyes widened and he quickly slid his remote back into his pocket. 
Luckily, Balor had no clue that Erec couldn’t even use it to turn on a television. 

Erec heard a click, and the small wooden door into the building popped 
open. He walked through, followed by the others. The door slammed shut on its 
own before the crowds outside could pour in. 

Erec’s eyes adjusted to what looked like a dimly lit antique shop. A little 
man rushed from behind the counter straight into Erec’s face, looking him up 
and down with wide eyes. Everything in the room was covered in a thick layer of 
dust, including the man himself. His bony knees and elbows jutted out of skinny 
limbs, and his unkempt, stringy gray hair and beard hung to his waist. He wore a 
shaggy gray smock, like a prisoner in a dungeon. Deep wrinkles furrowed his 
brow. Otherwise, he looked ageless. 

He got uncomfortably close, studying Erec’s face and chest as if Erec was 
some kind of artifact. Erec stepped back, unnerved. The man noticed the 
confusion on Erec’s face and cackled wildly. He laughed so hard that he fell on 
his bottom, which was padded by his unruly hair and the equally shaggy carpet 
covering the floor. 

“Oh...oh, excuse me.” The man gripped his side and choked his laughter 
down. “I haven’t seen a person in here in four hundred and seventy-five years. I 
forgot.” Laughter burst from his nose. “I forgot how funny you all look.” The 
man clenched his jaw, but his chest shook and tears streamed onto his wild beard 
as he looked over the group. 

Finally, the man took deep breaths and his chuckles subsided. He climbed to 
his feet. “My name is Janus. Please don’t mind if I stare. It’s been so long, and 
this job does get boring. I oversee the shop.” He waved a hand at the odd 
collection of items on the shelves. “But there are never customers because it’s 


always closed. It’s silly. Everyone knows this isn’t a closed antique shop; it’s the 
old Quest Control Center. That darn Committee for Suppressing Change has 
seen to it that I sit here like a prisoner. ‘Be always prepared,’ they say. ‘You 
never know when the next rulers will come through.’” 

Janus was so excited, he jumped up and down on his wiry legs and clapped. 
“But now you’re here. And I have a job to do.” Looking satisfied, he sat down 
behind the dusty counter. 

Suddenly, Janus burst into tears. Sobbing, he laid his head on the counter, 
wrapped in his skinny arm. He choked and snorted, pounding his fist so 
ferociously that a dust cloud rose and several people sneezed. Erec and Bethany 
exchanged looks. 

“Are you okay?” Bethany asked. 

“N-no...” Janus wailed. He looked up, face soaked. “My job will be over too 
quick. You’ll be gone in a minute and Pll be all alone again.” He broke down 
into more sobs. 

It seemed that nobody would ever find out the first quest. Balor snorted. 
Damon pointed at Janus and said, “Want me to smack him one, Balor?” 

“Not yet, bonehead.” 

“How long will it be before you see people again?” Bethany asked. 

Janus sniffled. “I don’t know. I guess for the second quest.” 

“See?” Bethany said. “That won’t be so long, now, will it?” 

Janus sniffed and shook his head. “No, no. Not really.” He cheered a bit, and 
straightened himself up in his chair. “Okay,” he announced. “Only those may 
come in here who know those asked to participate in this quest. And only those 
may go in there,” he pointed to the door at the back of the shop, “who may draw 
the first quest from the well.” 

Balor pushed his way to the counter. “That would be me. I won the contest 
to become king, you know.” 

“And your name is?” Janus stroked his beard, suddenly sounding officious. 

“Balor Stain.” 

Janus shook his head, looking over his paperwork. “No. Only if Erec Rex 
was not here today. Then I believe he would have forfeited his natural rights, and 
the contest winners could take his place.” 

Rock Rayson smirked. “I’m Erec Rex.” 

Erec shot a look at him. “He is not. I am.” 

“Oh, really? I have an identification card. Do you?” He laughed. 

Erec had no identification whatsoever. “My friends can vouch for me.” 


“Mine too.” Rock grinned. 

Janus sighed and slid a pad of paper across the counter. Dust shot up like a 
mushroom cloud. “Come on, sign your names. Let’s go now.” 

Rock Rayson scrawled Erec’s name on the paper. Janus pushed it to Erec, 
who signed his name, then handed the pad back. In a moment, the letters in 
Erec’s signature darkened and seemed to crack open. Bright light shone from the 
words on the paper, beaming into the dusty shop. 

A moment later, the rim around the door at the end of the room glowed with 
the same light. Smiling, Janus nodded to Erec and gestured at the door. 

Erec went over and opened it. Filling the door frame was an odd material 
that shimmered and waved with the same light, like a giant bubble. Erec could 
not see through it, but he passed an arm in and out. 

“Move it, loser.” Balor shoved Erec aside. He thumped against the glowing 
substance and bounced back like it was rubber. Balor punched it, then kicked it, 
cursing, while Erec walked right through. 

Behind the bubble material stood an enormous, spotless lobby, as different 
from the dusty antique shop as Erec could imagine. It seemed much bigger than 
the entire building looked from the outside. Rows of fluorescent lights lit huge 
banks of elevators against the walls. Glass cases listed offices and departments. 
The building looked cool and efficient. People with briefcases rushed by, not 
noticing Erec at all. 

He waited until a heavy man at a large desk hung up a phone. “I’m Erec 
Rex. I’m here to get my first quest to become king.” 

The man pressed a few buttons on his phone. “Kid’s here. Yup, P1 send him 
up.” He pointed. “Elevator C to the sixth floor, room 612.” 

Erec looked through the walls of the glass elevator as he rode up. He could 
have been on Wall Street. The building seemed at odds with the quaint character 
of Alypium. In Room 612, a woman at a desk ushered him to a row of seats. He 
sat down and she continued working. 

After nothing happened for what felt like an hour, Erec got tired of fidgeting 
and asked if he was in the right place. She adjusted her glasses, which hung from 
a chain around her neck. “It’ll be just a moment.” She waved him back, looking 
annoyed. 

For another long stretch of time, Erec watched her make phone calls and file 
papers. He remembered the mission statement, “Prompt, On-time, Punctual 
Service,” wondering why he had rushed to get here. 

Finally the woman approached him with a clipboard. “Do you have your 


Stroke 5C form?” 

“My what?” 

She adjusted her glasses. “Your Stroke 5C. I can’t give you your paperwork 
until you show it to me.” 

Erec took a breath to calm himself. “Where do I get that form?” 

“In Room 613.” 

Erec left the room, shaking his head. Couldn’t she have mentioned that form 
two hours ago? Plus, it turned out that room 613 was locked. Erec pounded, but 
nobody answered. He went back into room 612, exasperated. “Nobody was 
there.” 

The woman looked at him calmly. “Helen Masterson is on vacation. You’ll 
have to get the form here today.” 

Erec bit his tongue as she handed him a packet of paper. He wanted to 
strangle her. She was lucky she was not dealing with Balor Stain. 

“Sign here.” The woman pointed. She flipped through pages of small type. 
“Sign here, here, here, and here. Now your thumbprint.” Erec did as he was told, 
hoping he wasn’t signing his future away. 

The woman filed the packet and handed him a clipboard and pen with 
another packet of papers. He answered a long list of questions, providing details 
about his family and even telling his favorite color. At the bottom was a 
statement that he had to sign. “I agree to complete the quests to the best of my 
ability and to follow the ethical guidelines listed below.” The extensive list 
included such things as not dropping people down elevator shafts or wells, not 
killing cats more than eight times, and not eating the last cookie in the jar unless 
he was really hungry. He signed the paper and the woman motioned him back to 
the waiting area. 

After another hour, the woman gave him a gold slip of paper and took him 
down an elevator to where a janitor waited. “Take him to Al’s Well. He’s got the 
pass.” She turned back to the elevator banks. 

The janitor put down a garbage can and unlocked a door in the back of the 
building. Erec was surprised that none of the crowds from the front were back 
here. In fact, there was nothing but an empty grassy field leading to a hill. Atop 
the hill sat a small, circular stone well. Erec followed the janitor to the base of 
the hill, where a small gravestone bore the single name jack. 

Erec pointed to the tombstone, but the janitor shook his head. “We don’t talk 
about that much.” 

Shuddering, Erec climbed the hill after the broad-shouldered janitor. A big 


man wearing overalls and a tool belt and carrying a large plunger, appeared at 
the top. al was embroidered above his pocket. 

“Ey, what’s dis? Is it time already?” Al looked and sounded like a Brooklyn 
plumber. “Ya got yer pass, buddy?” 

Erec nodded and handed the gold slip to him. 

“All right, den.” Al unlocked a door in the stone and swung it open. 

Once Erec was inside, the enclosure no longer seemed so small. The stench 
was awful, though. Flies immediately buzzed around Erec’s face. 

Al laughed. “Got ya, don’t it? The smell? Ah, ya get used to it. It’s the smell 
of life, bud. People’s fates aren’t always so sweet.” 

There was nothing in the enclosure except what looked like a round shower 
curtain and a few servants scurrying around with tools in their hands. Al pulled a 
cord and the curtain flew open, revealing an oversized toilet. A row of servants 
all dropped to their knees and bowed dramatically before it. 

The toilet stood in the center of the grassy ring, gleaming white. Al waved 
his plunger in pride. “There she is. I keep ’er in perfect condition, just as my 
three lovely ladies, the Fates, demand. All right, you go ahead and pull out your 
little job. Pl wait here.” 

Erec stared at the toilet in disbelief. “You don’t actually mean...?” 

Al laughed. “Of course I do. How else ya gonna get it out of there? Aw, 
don’t worry. Nobody would dare pee in there, if that’s what you’re thinkin’.” 

This was how he had to get the first quest? Erec gulped and walked toward 
the wide toilet bowl. At least it looked clean. A large hole in its bottom led 
straight into blackness, making the toilet look like an outdoor latrine. Some 
green steam escaped from the hole. 

Erec’s stomach knotted. Whatever quest he got would not be easy. He might 
die doing it. But if he didn’t try, Balor certainly would. He would hand the royal 
scepters to Baskania, and the Kingdoms of the Keepers would suffer the 
consequences. 

He got down on his knees and, after a moment of hesitation, plunged his arm 
deep into the toilet. His eyes squeezed shut in anticipation of what he might 
grab. He felt his hand go through an icy mist, then submerge in a liquid that felt 
like it was both boiling and freezing at the same time. His first reaction was to 
yank out his hand, but then he realized the heat and cold did not hurt. He fished 
around in the liquid until he felt a thick, warm piece of paper, and he pulled it 
out. 

Hands dripping, Erec did not want to look at it. He was happier not knowing. 


What would it say? Kill a lion with his bare hands? Fight the ferocious Hydras 
he learned about once in the MONSTER contest? 

Trembling, he lifted the dripping paper. The printing was clear, unsmudged 
by the liquid. “You must open Patchouli’s eggs in Nemea.” 


CHAPTER SIX 


Imposters 


Erec READ IT again. This didn’t sound right. Open eggs in Nemea? What was 
Nemea, some grocery store in Alypium? Below it read, “Tomorrow at one 
o’clock.” 

Al read it over his shoulder. “Opening eggs? Sounds like an Easter party.” 
He chuckled. With a nudge, he ushered Erec out of the enclosure. A fly followed 
him all the way down the hill, buzzing around his head. “Careful, someone fell 
down here once and died,” Al said, pointing at the gravestone. Erec hurried 
through the back door of the Labor Society building, then through the bubble 
shield into the dusty shop. 

Bethany, Jack, Oscar, and Rosco Kroc were waiting, smiles on their faces. 
Oscar beamed. “Rosco’s like a seer. He knew you’d be back here in four hours.” 

Erec waved the paper he had pulled from Al’s Well. “I’m supposed to crack 
open eggs in some place called Nemea.” It sounded pathetic. What kind of a 
quest was this? He wasn’t sure if he was more relieved or disappointed that there 
wasn’t something dangerous to do. 

“TIl take that paper, boy,” dusty old Janus croaked. “This will be posted in 
front of the Labor Society. It’s public information. You do know there will be 
another team—Balor and Damon Stain and Rock Rayson—competing against 
you? It’s never been done before, but a law was passed and it seems like that’s 
the way the quest is going to go.” 

“You’re going to compete to crack open eggs?” Bethany laughed. “Who are 
you going to pick to help you?” 

Oscar stood up a little taller, trying to be noticed. 

Erec shrugged. “There are three of you. I don’t know.” 

“What about Danny and Sammy?” Bethany asked. 

“No way. I need someone dependable.” 

Erec had put this decision off as long as he could. No matter who he picked 


somebody was bound to feel bad. Well, he might as well just pick who he 
wanted. “I can choose different people each time, so Pll get you next, Oscar. I 
guess I’ll start with Jack and Bethany. Is that okay, guys?” 

Oscar’s jaw fell. Rosco put an arm around him and Erec heard him say, 
“Didn’t Rosca’ tell ya? You had to see it for yourself. Listen, so what if Erec will 
be a king? You’ll be a hero, and that’s much better. Wait and see, you’ll even 
save my life someday. Everyone will worship you.” He led Oscar away. 

Erec shook his head. “I can’t win. Now Oscar’s all upset. And I’m sure the 
twins will be mad.” 

“You better tell them now,” Bethany said. 

“Now? You’re kidding. I’m putting that off as long as I can.” 

Bethany sighed. “They’ll feel much better hearing it directly from you. You 
owe it to them. They did follow you all the way out here.” 

He knew she was right. 


Erec found the twins’ adjoining rooms in the west wing of the castle. It was 
funny; he had never come to get them before. They always found him before he 
could think about looking for them anywhere. 

He stopped short just outside Danny’s door. Two men with deep voices were 
talking in the room. 

“All right, you tell him your feelings’ ll be hurt if he doesn’t let us do the first 
quest with him. Make yourself cry. If that doesn’t work, P1 clobber him. That 
will persuade him.” 

“Make myself cry? Why don’t you try that, Bruno?” 

“Tt’s a chick thing. You gotta figure out how to do it.” 

Erec listened in shock. Who were these strangers planning on doing the 
quest with him? Did the whole world want to join him? And what were they 
doing in Danny’s room? 

He pushed the door open a crack and peeked inside. His heart skipped in 
fear. There was Sammy, perched on a bed, but out of her mouth came a deep 
man’s voice. “Yeah, luckily the twerp has no clue about us. When we’re out 
there with him we’ll make things go our way. Maybe he’ll slip and cut his own 
throat.” 

Out of Danny’s mouth came another unfamiliar deep voice. “Stop getting 
ahead of yourself. The boss wants him fresh so he can cut out the dragon eye. 
Then we can kill him. And before he finishes any quests and gets more 


powerful.” 

Erec slammed the door open and walked in. They looked at him in surprise. 
The person disguised as Sammy started talking in her high voice. “Hi, Erec. We 
missed you. Did you get your first quest?” 

Erec was seething with anger. “I got my first job, and that’s to kick you guys 
out of here.” 

The men who looked like the twins sprang to their feet. Danny’s look-alike 
pointed a remote control at Erec. “Okay, we thought this would go easy, but now 
we are going to have to take a little walk.” He muttered, “Akamptos.” Erec’s 
body instantly froze. “Aeiro.” Erec’s feet lifted in the air, and he sailed between 
Danny and Sammy out of their room. He tried to yell, but his voice was gone. 
Erec closed his eyes and prayed. Help me, somebody. 

As Erec floated down the hallway with his feet near the ground like he was 
walking, Jack appeared around a corner. “Hey Erec, is this a good time to talk 
about the quest?” 

Sammy waved to him. “Maybe later,” she said. “Erec said he’d spend some 
time alone with us.” 

Jack nodded knowingly and walked on. 

Around the corner, as they drew near the west wing entrance, Danny 
stopped. King Piter loomed before them. His broad shoulders swelled under his 
red robes. 

“And where are you going?” His voice boomed. 

“We’re going for a walk,” the fake Danny explained. “Erec is going to tell us 
about the first quest. We get to help him do it.” 

“Ts that so? It seems it would be difficult for Erec to talk to you at all the 
way he is right now.” The king pointed at Erec, who then settled to the ground. 
His body loosened, including his tongue. 

“They’re imposters,” Erec gasped. “They were going to bring me to 
Baskania, take my dragon eye, and kill me.” 

“Let’s see.” The king winked. In a flash, two paunchy men stood where the 
twins had been. They whipped remote controls from their pockets and pointed 
them at King Piter. The king chuckled, flicking his pinky finger, and their 
remotes flew halfway down the hall. “Where are the real Danny and Sammy?” 

“Kidnapped,” the phony Danny snapped. “You’|l never find them.” 

“Oh, yeah?” Erec eyed King Piter’s scepter. “Make them tell where the twins 
are.” 

“Not now, Erec.” In another blink, Danny and Sammy’s doubles were gone. 


“They are in my dungeons,” King Piter explained. “P1 deal with them later.” 

“But why didn’t you use your scepter? We could find them now.” 

King Piter shrugged sadly. “I can’t, Erec. As you will soon learn, scepters 
are dangerous. I can only use one in extreme circumstances. I shouldn’t have 
used mine as much as I did when you so kindly woke me up. I wasn’t fully 
myself yet, and I’m still paying the price.” 

Erec looked at him, confused. “What price?” 

“Tt’s a kind of madness. A craving so deep I can’t describe it, for power and 
all that it brings. You may understand somewhat. You have used it yourself. The 
scepter makes you feel like a light shines on you and you alone. You bask in its 
rays. It makes you strong, confident, complete, perfect. You become a better 
person...for a while. But all around you, the things you love and care about fall 
to the wayside. You crush them in your quest for more of what the scepter brings 
you. Even worse, your path changes. Subtly, for the scepter is your friend, but it 
is a friend you cannot trust. You start on the path of evil. 

“So you see why I may not touch it until I’ve mastered my feelings. My 
whole kingdom could crumble. I would destroy it, you see.” 

Erec understood more than he admitted. “But aren’t there times when you 
have to use the scepter, even with those dangers? My brother and sister are 
kidnapped. We have to do something.” 

The king shook his head. “If I could use the scepter now, I would find all the 
baby dragons that have disappeared in Otherness. If I’m right, their lives aren’t 
worth a crumb in the breeze right now.” His face softened. “I know you’re 
worried about your brother and sister. I will alert my plants, they’re my 
extensive system of spies, and of course the Alypium police.” He sighed. “Your 
mother’s Seeing Eyeglasses will be the best way to find them. And I will 
postpone my trip another day.” 

Erec’s stomach sank. How stupid he had been to leave those glasses near that 
horrible alarm clock. He hoped his mother had been able to pry them off of it. 

The king looked concerned. “I heard about your quest, Erec. Be careful 
there.” 

Erec shrugged a shoulder and looked down. “Opening Patchouli’s eggs in 
Nemea?” It sounded ridiculous. “I suppose I should find out where Nemea is 
tomorrow, and where that Patchouli’s egg shop is.” 

“Don’t you know?” The king looked at him oddly. “Nemea is one of the 
great dragon reserves in Otherness. Patchouli is a mother dragon who has been 
badly hurt. And the eggs you are to open, her hatchlings you are to save, are the 


last known baby dragons in Otherness. Their mother is missing, and they can’t 
get out of their shells without her help.” 

“Oh.” Opening eggs didn’t sound like a joke anymore. He had to open 
dragon eggs. Dragon mothers were very protective. If she showed up he would 
be stepping into the jaws of danger after all. 


Sitting on the castle lawns, Erec told Bethany about his quest. He flopped onto 
his back. “I should have known something was up with the twins. They didn’t 
have Ls on their foreheads like we did at first here.” 

Bethany laughed. “That Loser Identification Law that President Inkle passed 
is so obnoxious. I can’t believe we walked around with Ls until we got used to 
this place.” 

Erec shook his head, thinking how Upper Earth people who did not 
remember magic were labeled “losers” here. He was frustrated that King Piter 
would not use his scepter to find Danny and Sammy. The solution lay in his 
grasp, but he wouldn’t use it. 

But Erec would. And he knew he could, too. All he had to do was grab the 
scepter when the king wasn’t paying attention. 

“You have to trust the king, Erec,” Bethany told him. “He knows what the 
right thing is to do.” 

“Trust King Piter?” Erec cried. “Bethany, I have to tell you something. 
Peebles said King Piter is keeping things from me. And they sound big, like who 
I am and who my father is. He won’t let Peebles tell me either. He obviously 
doesn’t trust me.” Erec started plucking blades of grass, almost mad at them. 
“But I’m going to find out. I’m sure if I work on Peebles I can get the info. He 
didn’t seem happy to be keeping it from me anyway.” 

Bethany was worried by that idea. “If King Piter doesn’t want you to know 
something, maybe you shouldn’t try and find out. There has to be a reason.” 

Erec flung aside the grass he had gathered. “I don’t care what his reason is. I 
need to know who I am. Why was I born in Alypium and taken to Upper Earth? 
Why does Baskania have it out for me? He wanted to kill me even before I got 
the dragon eye.” He spread his arms wide. “Bethany, I want to know who my 
birth mother is and why I remember my father being so horrible when he did 
great things like saving Aoquesth and giving me the dragon eye.” 

She nodded her head in agreement. “You’re right. You deserve to know. PI 
talk to King Piter about it.” 


Erec was not sure he believed her promise. He knew why Bethany trusted 
King Piter so much. She felt like she finally had a father and she’d never see past 
that. He decided not to tell her about his plan to grab the king’s scepter at dinner 
and use it to save the twins. 

“Anyway,” she said, “tonight I’d love to check out those spooky catacombs 
under the castle. I’m up for some adventure!” 

Erec was going to reply when the smell of perfume wafted to his nose. A 
pink blob pushed through the soil by his feet. He watched with irritation as it 
became a flowery envelope with his name on it. 

“Well...open it!” Bethany leaned forward in anticipation. 

Erec did not want to touch it. The last thing he was in the mood for was this 
practical joker, whoever it was. “You read it. I don’t want to look at it.” He 
kicked it toward Bethany. 

“Easy, there. It’s not this little guy’s fault.” Bethany picked up the shell 
envelope and slid out a letter. 


My darling Erec, 

My heart pounded when I read your last letter. It was a dream come true. 
You actually want to meet me! You seem like such a nice person for a 
famous hero, but then again I would expect no different. 

Then my heart sank. I should never have expected we could meet. 
I’m not allowed to come to Alypium, and it would be so hard for you to 
come to Lerna, where I live. And why would you just for me? But you are 
right about not knowing my name. It’s Tina Amymone. I suppose for now 
Pll have to live on my dreams and your wonderful letters. Please write 
back! 

Yours faithfully, 
Tina 


Erec flopped back in the grass, exasperated. “This jerk won’t stop at 
anything. He’s making himself sound pathetic.” 

Bethany studied the letter. “Erec, I think this is the real thing. Tina doesn’t 
even live in Alypium. What if wherever she is, in Lerna, you do have lots of 
fans? She sounds pretty convincing.” 

Erec narrowed his eyes at her. “You’re kidding. You saw the way people 
think of me here. Don’t tell me I have a fan club hiding somewhere. This is just 


some jerk chickening out from meeting me.” 

“Well, I say you write back and find out where Lerna is. There’s no return 
address on the shell. Maybe it’s in Aorth. The snail does go underground.” 

“Why bother?” 

Bethany shot him a look. “What if some poor, lovesick girl is waiting for 
your next letter? And if this is a hoax, we can at least get more clues to who is 
sending these.” 

Erec flipped his hand in the air. “Okay. Whatever.” 

They went into the west wing to get some paper. Erec thought that if, on the 
very small chance there actually was a lovesick girl involved, making her more 
lovesick by writing her back might not be a great idea either. 

Bethany handed Erec a piece of paper and a pen and dictated, “My darling 
Tina...” 

Erec didn’t like the “darling” part but jotted down the rest of what Bethany 
told him to write because he couldn’t think of anything better to say. 


Dear Tina, 

It is so good to finally know your name. But now I want to know more 
about where you are from. Who knows? Maybe we will meet one of these 
days. How old are you? How did you get my picture? And I’m curious 
about the huge parades in my honor you describe. Do you really think 
that’s going on in Alypium? 

Erec 


Bethany told him to close the letter with “Love, Erec,” but he didn’t like 
that, so he just folded the letter into the shell. He and Bethany ran outside and 
watched the shell disappear into the dirt. 


King Piter was sitting alone at the head of the table when Bethany and Erec 
came into the dining room. His scepter was resting against the table at his side. 
Erec spotted it and sat in the chair closest to it. 

The king’s large shoulders were hunched, and he looked up at Erec with sad 
eyes. “I took the liberty of calling your mother. She would like to speak with you 
over e-mail after dinner.” He paused. “She does not want you to rush home. In 
fact, it’s better you stay here to help look for the twins in Alypium. She will 


search in Upper Earth.” The king made it sound like searching Upper Earth was 
simple. Perhaps he didn’t believe they had been taken there. 

He sighed. “Unfortunately, my AdviSeer help is limited now. Ruth Cleary, 
Bethany’s mother, was an exceptional seer, but that Spartacus Kilroy who took 
her place couldn’t even see what was before his own nose.” He started ticking 
off his fingers. “Balthazar Ugry used to be something of a seer, but something 
happened to him when I was bewitched, and now he’s more...limited. I am 
consulting another seer. They call him the Hermit. He is very good, although he 
may not stay in Alypium for long. He says the twins are alive and well.” 

Jam Crinklecut and his assistants brought in heaping plates of food. Ignoring 
the sprouted wheat berry and quinoa salads, Erec reached straight for the pizza. 
He hoped the Hermit was right. 

The king pulled thin-framed wire spectacles from his pocket and set them on 
the table. “Your mother is still unable to remove her Seeing Eyeglasses from... 
an alarm clock, I believe?” He cleared his throat. “You may use these. They are 
mine. You will find they work in the same way.” 

Erec took the glasses from him. They looked like normal glasses. 

“Use the glasses to check on Danny and Sammy, but don’t talk to them,” the 
king said. “If their kidnappers realize you are there, they could block your ability 
to see the twins. Just spy on them and pick up what you can.” He put out a hand 
in apology. “I’m sorry I can’t help. I have to get to Otherness. Things are looking 
bad. The dragons are quite upset. They have had no luck finding their children. 
The only babies that will be left are in Patchouli’s eggs that you are to open. I 
hope you can do it.” He shook his head. “Also, there’s trouble brewing in Aorth. 
We might need reinforcements.” 

“What’s going on?” Bethany asked. 

The king looked troubled. “Just rumors, actually. And my own gut feeling. I 
think that Thanatos Baskania is closer to learning the Final Magic. Or at least 
where its secrets are hidden.” 

“What’s the Final Magic?” Bethany asked. 

“Unnatural magic,” he said in a hushed voice. “Magic that was never 
intended for people. Learning a little magic can be easy, and learning more gets 
harder. Breaking past the barrier of needing a remote control takes discipline, 
and it only gets more difficult from there.” 

Not if you had help, Erec thought. His hand slid under the table near the 
scepter. He could feel a slight warmth coming from it. His desire to pick it up 
was so tremendous that he almost forgot why he wanted it. 


“Magic skills are like a path from one room to another,” King Piter went on. 
“Walking the first half is easy. Then divide the rest in half. The next part is 
harder to walk. Then divide what is left in half, and the next part is even more 
difficult. Each time it gets tougher to take smaller and smaller steps. And, with 
each step, if magic is learned for the wrong reasons, insanity grows right along 
with the magical knowledge.” 

Erec let a finger touch the king’s scepter next to him. Its electric power 
surged through his body. “If you keep dividing what’s left in half, you’ll never 
get to the end,” he said. 

“Exactly right. Baskania is so close that he’s completely obsessed with that 
final step. But magic is designed so that cannot happen. Nobody can know all, 
control all, have no limits. Each step he takes now is extremely tiny and 
impossibly difficult.” 

Erec’s fingers stroked the golden scepter more boldly. 

Bethany grinned. “That’s Zeno’s paradox. You can never leave the room 
you’re in because each step can be halved into infinity.” 

“So like your mother.” King Piter smiled. 

In a flash, Erec grabbed for the scepter. Yet his fingers closed on nothing but 
air. King Piter held it out in his other hand, a warning look on his face. Erec 
swallowed his embarrassment. Was he that obvious? He tried to play it off. “But 
you said Baskania found out how to learn the Final Magic.” 

“Not yet, he hasn’t.” The king frowned, and deep worry lines appeared on 
his face. “If he does, we will all know it. His madness, as well as his power, will 
become complete, and nothing will remain as it was. My plants tell me he is 
planning on raising his grandmother from the dead.” Erec and Bethany both 
recoiled in shock. “I am not sure this can be done. The only way requires a 
flowering plant that is no longer in existence. It’s a shame I cannot use my 
Aitherpoint quill to tell me where the dragons are, and Danny and Sammy. It’s 
like the scepter. I’m not strong enough to use it yet without it taking me over.” 

That reminded the king of the trick Erec had just tried to pull. “Be careful 
with your decisions in Nemea.” 

Erec tried to pass off what he’d done with a shrug. “I only have to open the 
dragon eggs.” 

“Tt’s not as easy as it might seem. Your quest from the Fates will affect many 
people in different ways, depending on your choices. You see, the quests are not 
contests but situations that need fixing, by you. To be honest, I don’t know how 
Balor’s group can compete against you. It is quite possible that he could open the 


dragon eggs faster than you and you could still win as far as the Fates are 
concerned because of the way you handle the situation. That’s the key. The 
quests are things you need to do for others so that you can learn. For example, 
once you hatch the dragon eggs, do you walk away and let them die? Their 
mother, Patchouli, is missing. She won’t be there to help them. Do you figure out 
how to save them? There are no rules, only your own conscience.” He was 
reminded of something he had to tell them. 

“The sign posted outside the Labor Society says that Patchouli’s eggs will be 
ready to hatch tomorrow at one o’clock. I will take you and your two friends 
there in the morning.” 

Balor would probably be waiting with his remote control, ready to smash 
open all the eggs at the stroke of one o’clock. If only Erec could use his remote 
control. Well, he would just have to use his wits instead. 


Before e-mailing his mother from the computer in his room, Erec put on the 
glasses that King Piter gave him. Bethany sat on a chair and waited. His mother 
appeared before his eyes in their small apartment. She was crying quietly over a 
cup of coffee, staring at her computer. 

“Mom?” 

June jumped, spilling her coffee. “Erec? Is that you?” 

“Yes. King Piter gave me some Seeing Eyeglasses like yours. I was going to 
check on the twins, but I found you instead.” 

June looked around the room, unsure where to address Erec. Her eyes were 
red with tears. “Those glasses will show you who you’re missing most. To see 
the twins you need to think about them first, miss them. Tell me everything you 
see. Pay attention to what’s around them, for clues to where they are.” 

“King Piter said not to talk to them. The kidnappers could make it so the 
glasses don’t work.” 

“That’s a good idea. Check on them, then e-mail me right away. I’ll wait 
here.” She pointed at her computer. 

“Wouldn’t it be better if I could talk to you?” 

June looked surprised. “That’s right, you can. You haven’t used MagicNet e- 
mail, have you?” 

Erec shook his head. “Okay. I’ll be right back.” 

He took off the glasses and thought hard about the twins. How they had been 
gone long enough that he missed them. He definitely was worried about them. 


He put the spectacles on his eyes and blinked. Bright sunlight was streaming 
through large glass windows, falling upon the tables and chairs in a small shop. 
Two large cloud cream sundaes sat on a table, slowly disappearing bit by bit. A 
spoon clanked onto the table from thin air, and one of the water glasses vanished. 

Sammy’s voice giggled. “Good thing I can’t see you getting chocolate syrup 
all over your shirt.” 

“Right, Miss Perfect. Who was the one who stuffed so much candy in her 
mouth she choked? You’re just jealous that I beat you Rollerblading today.” 

This was the old Danny. There was no doubt in Erec’s mind. Someone must 
have made them invisible to hide them. Erec had to bite his tongue to keep from 
shouting out. He looked all around the shop. It must be in Alypium—that was 
cloud cream they were eating—but he didn’t recognize the place. A poster of a 
clown holding a large umbrella hung on the wall. Erec would search for a shop 
with that poster as soon as he got back from his first quest. He wished he could 
go right away, but by the time he found the shop they would probably be gone. 

He took the glasses off. Bethany showed him how to e-mail his mother by 
typing June’s full name and clicking on her picture. Her face appeared on the 
screen. 

“Erec? Did you see them?” 

“They were invisible, but they were eating huge cloud cream sundaes, and I 
could hear them. It was definitely them.” 

June’s voice cracked with worry. “Did they seem okay?” 

“More than okay. They were giggling and talking about Rollerblading and 
eating candy.” 

“That’s good,” June said, confused. “I don’t understand what’s going on, but 
I’m glad they’re okay. Piter told me the Hermit said they were fine too.” 

“TIl find the cloud cream shop as soon as my first quest is done, and PI 
track them down. I promise, Mom. Don’t worry.” 

June nodded, lips tight. Whatever was going on, Erec would find out. 

Erec closed the e-mail and looked at Bethany. “First, all I have to do is walk 
into a dragon’s nest. I’ll just break open the eggs hoping the mother doesn’t pop 
back. And if I can’t do it, the last known baby dragons in Otherness will die, 
since all the rest are missing. And I don’t even want to think about what will 
happen if the mother comes back. I wonder how angry a dragon mother can get.” 


CHAPTER SEVEN 


The Nevervarld 


As THE SUN set, Erec and Bethany headed to the library tower in the castle. They 
didn’t have much time to find out about the care and feeding of newly hatched 
baby dragons. 

The librarian’s nameplate read, “Carol Esperpento.” Her granny glasses were 
as narrow as her eyes, but they shot far past her face on both sides. She pointed 
to the third floor, where the books on beasts were kept. “The books must stay 
here,” she warned sternly. 

The section on dragons was at the top of the wide spiral staircase. They 
browsed through section headings such as “Dragons and Dungeons,” 
“Delectable Dragon Dung Dishes,” “The Many Uses of Dragons in the Healing 
Arts,” and “Hiding Dragons’ Disguises.” Finally Erec found the section labeled 
“Raising Baby Dragons” and pulled out a thick book called No More Sea 
Monkeys: How to Talk Your Parents into Buying You a Dragon Egg, and How to 
Survive Once It Hatches. Bethany picked up The Total Loser’s Guide to Bringing 
Up Dragons. 

Erec read, “The most important ingredient to feed and protect newborn baby 
dragons is Nemean lion skin. While everything else has its place in their safety 
and development, without the fresh lion skin, baby dragons will not be able to 
live unless they have their mother’s milk.” He shook his head. 

“Uh, bad news, Bethany. It looks like baby dragons need to eat lion skin in 
order to survive. And it has to be fresh. I doubt we’ll find that for sale on the 
MagicNet. And I don’t think either of us are up for hunting and killing a lion 
tomorrow morning.” 

Bethany’s face fell. “I see the same thing in here, too. I don’t know which is 
worse, killing a lion or letting the last baby dragons in existence die. Maybe we 
should look up how to hunt lions.” 

Erec raised an eyebrow. “Am I hearing things right? You would actually 


consider killing an animal?” 

She crossed her arms. “Well, dragons are meat eaters. And if they are the last 
ones left...” 

“And I have to kill the lion with my bare hands, I guess?” 

Erec had no idea how to hunt a lion. Both of them kept on reading. It 
seemed, in the end, the lion would have the last laugh. 

On the next page there was a recipe: 

Dragon babies do best with their mother’s milk, but this formula will work 
nicely for those raising dragons on their own 


Baby Dragon Formula (enough for a brood of six) 

6 fresh Nemean lion skin flowers, chopped with a lion claw 
6 cups Daemonorops draco berries 

3 Amanita muscaria mushrooms 

4 [50 ml] tubes animal blood 

6 drops nitrowisherine 

10 stinging nettles, ground to a paste 

12 Thai dragon chilis 

6 dashes each of cinnamon and black pepper 


Erec laughed. “Look, it’s not the skin of a lion they need, just lion skin 
flowers. I think we can handle that. I’m sure we can get a lion’s claw off the 
MagicNet. Maybe we can find the other things in Hecate Jekyll’s old storeroom 
under the kitchens.” 

Bethany turned pale. “Animal blood? That’s disgusting. How would we get 
it anyway? Here we go with having to kill an animal again.” 

“Maybe we could just buy it.” 

“But someone still had to kill the animal,” Bethany pointed out. 

“Oh, there’s more here about animal blood,” Erec said. “Mammal blood is 
recommended. Human blood is considered the best. It gives the developing 
dragons insight into what will be both their deadliest enemy and closest ally,” he 
read. 

Erec and Bethany shared a smile. “Well, I guess we won’t need to kill any 
animals,” he said. 

Bethany laughed. “That’s a relief. I think. I guess we can go to the royal 
hospital and get our blood drawn.” 


“PII do it,” Erec said. “We don’t both have to get stuck.” 

Bethany didn’t argue with that. “We better write these ingredients down. 
Some of them are pretty interesting. This says Daemonorops draco is a palm tree 
that grows in the Indian Archipelago. The berries make a paste called dragon’s 
blood. And Amanita muscaria are a kind of poisonous toadstool.” 

“T hope we can find them.” 

“Oh, look,” Bethany exclaimed. “This book also says that biting beetles are 
good for the dragon hatchlings to eat with their formula.” 

They copied the list, then went to the royal hospital wing. Dr. Ezzy Mumbai 
was packing up for the night. Blond curls flowed loose around her face, and she 
batted long eyelashes at them. “Long time no see. You having any problems?” 

Erec shook his head. “Could you please draw some blood from me? I need 
to make a formula to feed baby dragons.” 

Dr. Mumbai laughed. “It’s always something with you. I don’t know what 
you kids are up to, but I can’t do medical procedures without a real indication.” 

Bethany was surprised. “It’s just drawing blood.” 

The doctor put her stethoscope in a drawer. “I’m sorry, kids. Time to go. I’m 
closing up now.” She ushered them from the room and locked the door behind 
her. 

Erec leaned against the wall, arms crossed. Well, he thought, he didn’t need 
a doctor to draw blood. “TIl just get a knife from the kitchen.” 

“What are you thinking?” Bethany’s eyebrows narrowed. “Are you going to 
slice yourself? You could bleed to death.” 

“Pll just nick my finger, I guess.” The thought made his fingers ache, but 
what was a little pain compared to the life of the last baby dragons in existence? 
“Maybe you should do it for me.” 

There was a shuffling noise, and the door to the royal hospital opened. A girl 
with stringy brown hair, gray eyes, and glasses poked her head out. “Rick Ross? 
Is that you?” 

Erec immediately recognized Darla Will, the girl whose gift, or curse, was 
that if anybody got sick or hurt around her, she got the same thing, only twenty- 
four hours earlier. “My real name is Erec Rex. Sorry...” Erec felt bad that she 
remembered his fake name, like he had lied to her. But the last time he had been 
in Alypium it had not been safe to use his real name. 

She smiled. “I heard something about that. It’s just that I’m usually in here.” 
She waved around the room. “I’m sometimes late on news. I couldn’t help 
overhearing. Do you need some blood drawn?” 


A smile spread over Erec’s face. “Do you know how?” 

“Do I ever. Hospital stuff is all Pve known since I was a kid, growing up in 
places like this. C’mon in. I know where they keep everything.” 

Darla wiped rubbing alcohol over Erec’s arm, put a tourniquet around it, and 
stuck a syringe into his vein, pulling back thick, dark red fluid. “How much do 
you need?” 

Bethany looked like she was about to pass out. 

“Four fifty-milliliter tubes,” Erec said, amazed the needle didn’t hurt. 
“You’re good at this.” 

Darla shrugged. “It’s easy.” She pulled out the syringe, pressed a spot on his 
arm with gauze, then injected the blood through the rubber stoppers of four test 
tubes. “Here you go.” 

Erec felt dizzy and weak. He pocketed the vials of blood and thanked Darla. 
He and Bethany headed to the west wing. “Well that was the easy part. I hope we 
can find the other ingredients on the MagicNet.” 

They went online in Bethany’s room. It was as easy as Erec remembered. A 
woman’s face appeared on the screen, her dark hair pulled into a tight bun. 
“Yes?” 

Erec checked his list. “I need six fresh Nemean lion skin flowers.” 

The woman nodded briskly. “Nemean lion skin flowers.” 

The screen split into eight boxes, a different person framed in each. A box at 
the bottom of the screen said, “Next eight of forty-six.” The vendors in the boxes 
were silent, shuffling through their files and looking suspiciously at each other. 

That wasn’t a good sign. “Last time they were all trying to outshout each 
other, wanting me to buy their stuff.” Erec said to the screen, “Don’t any of you 
have Nemean lion skin flowers?” 

A woman with more brown hairs sprouting from her chin than from the top 
of her head lifted a white lacy flower. “I have a lion tail flower from Lerna.” 

Encouraged, a few other vendors began to wave flowers at Erec. “A lion hair 
flower grown in Bangor, best quality for you.” 

“Here’s a nice toad skin flower you’ |I like.” 

Erec crossed his arms. “Those aren’t any good. I need a Nemean lion skin 
flower. Who has one?” 

A few of the vendors disappeared from their screens. The woman with the 
hairy chin clucked at him, “Don’t you know? Nobody can get those flowers. 
They can’t grow in our world.” Her hands fluttered around her head. “They’re 
the only living things that need to grow where there is absolutely no magic. No 


Substance. No Aitherplanes. Everything else in this world needs some magic 
around it. They say the Nemean lion skin flowers grow outside our realm, in the 
Nevervarld beyond the Substance.” 

Bethany crossed her arms. “So nobody’s ever seen one? How do you know 
they exist?” 

“Oh, we have seen them,” she said with a sly smile. “An explorer found 
some once and brought back a lot, sold it for a high price. Made him very rich. 
And we who bought it from him made some good money selling it too, but now 
it’s all gone. Even he couldn’t find it again.” 

“How did he find it the first time?” 

The woman laughed. “There is a hole in the Substance somewhere in 
Nemea. They say it was made by the searing power of a dragon’s eyes. It’s not 
marked though. It’s invisible. You could spend your whole life feeling through 
the air in Nemea and never find it.” 

“And the flowers are in the hole?” Erec asked. 

“To get them you have to crawl through it,” she explained, like he was a 
small child. “But you can’t stay in there too long because, aside from the lion 
flowers, nothing can live there. A human would die in a few hours in that world. 
The only thing that can last in there at all is a dragon, and even then only for a 
few days.” 

Erec shook his head in dismay. “Someone must have some of those flowers 
left.” 

“Good luck finding them. Most of them got used up when it was trendy to 
raise your own baby dragons.” The woman chuckled darkly. “Stupid fad. Half 
the dragons ate their owners within a month.” 

Bethany had an idea. “Hecate Jekyll kept everything in her storeroom. 
Maybe we could find some in there.” 

Erec brightened up. “You’re right. Pll get a few other ingredients here, then 
we'll go check it out.” Looking down at his list, he turned to the woman. “Do 
you have a lion claw?” 

The vendors that had remained on screen immediately started shouting out 
prices and waving claws. Erec bought one for nine shires from the woman, 
handed the money into the screen, and took out a claw in a small bag. 

Next he asked about the Amanita muscaria mushrooms. Other vendors 
returned to their boxes, all wildly waving huge red-capped toadstools. Erec 
bought three from the woman who spent time telling him about the flowers. 
They were huge, with bright red caps, and were covered with white warts. They 


looked like they were straight out of Alice in Wonderland. “If I eat one side, will 
I grow tall?” he joked. 

The woman handed him the mushrooms in a bag. “Don’t eat those at all. 
Who knows what would happen to you. Need anything else?” 

“Six cups of Daemonorops draco berries.” 

Bethany tapped him on the arm. “Don’t you think you might find that in 
Hecate’s storeroom? Maybe you don’t need to buy it. Especially since we might 
be missing the key ingredient.” 

Hecate Jekyll had been the head cook at the Castle Alypium. She now 
resided in the dungeons, after it was found that she was the one who had been 
bewitching King Piter for the last ten years. But her storeroom in the kitchens 
was packed with more odd ingredients than Erec could imagine. 

Erec looked at Bethany, then at the vendors waving clusters of small red 
berries. “How about I get these, and we’ll check the storeroom for the rest.” He 
studied the ingredient list. “The other things look more common anyway.” 

He bought the berries for four shires from the woman, who now was 
gloating because she had gone out of her way to talk to Erec. The other vendors 
were giving her nasty looks, and some began imitating her in cloying, nasal 
voices. 

With the claw, mushrooms, and berries, Erec and Bethany headed for the 
castle kitchens. When they arrived, a tall woman with ultrashort, steely gray hair, 
gray eyes, and gray skin was shouting at the kitchen staff. 

“That’s the new head cook, Greta Minster,” Bethany whispered. “She’s not 
as nice as Hecate was. But, then again, I guess Hecate didn’t turn out so nice. I 
don’t think we should ask her for help. Let’s sneak into the storeroom before 
anyone sees us.” 

They stole across the room and hid behind huge tubs of butter and barrels of 
olives. Bethany grabbed a large glass jar off the top of a barrel. “Bet we’ll need 
this.” 

Erec searched for a large round plaque with a closed eye carved into it. 
Finally he spotted it, glimmering in the floor. He bent down and whispered into 
it, “One eye sees all.” The eye opened wide and the thick metal disc slid across 
the floor, uncovering a hole. Erec and Bethany scrambled down a ladder and into 
the lit storeroom below. “I’m glad that still works.” 

The narrow room was packed with shelves full of ingredients, most of which 
were so gross Erec didn’t want to look at them too closely. “It’s alphabetized.” 
They looked under N for Nemean lion skin flowers, but none were there. 


“Maybe they’re under L.” 

That brought no better results. Bethany and Erec searched under S for skin 
and F for flower to no avail. 

“Oh, man.” Erec sat down heavily. “This stinks.” 

“Well, we might as well put the rest of the ingredients together. That’s better 
than nothing.” 

Erec nodded. Pulling out his bags, he dropped the Daemonorops draco 
berries into the glass jar, as well as the three mushrooms, then pulled the rubber 
stoppers out and poured the tubes of his blood into it. The mixture made him 
sick. “This is disgusting.” 

“Tt’s for a good cause.” Bethany found a huge jar of stinging nettles and 
added ten into the mix. “Ow,” she cried. “My fingers hurt now.” 

Erec counted out twelve Thai dragon chilis, then put in six dashes of 
cinnamon. He sneezed wildly when he added the black pepper. Wrinkling his 
nose, he said, “It’s good she kept regular spices down here too.” 

Bethany looked at the jar suspiciously. “I bet that’s not regular pepper.” Erec 
examined it more closely, and saw the black grains whizzing in the air like tiny 
pilots. “Hey, look at this! I found a jar of biting beetles!” 

“Great, let’s take it with us. Now for the nitrowisherine.” Erec remembered 
where it was on the shelf. “Hey, the last time I used this, a drop spilled on the 
floor and I got a wish.” He stood straighter and grinned. “I can wish for the lion 
skin flowers! Perfect.” 

He opened the dark round jar of nitrowisherine and fanned the rancid smell 
away from his nose. Six drops slid gently from the dropper as he squeezed them 
into the glass jar. “You ready?” 

Bethany nodded, holding the jar of biting beetles. Erec picked up the 
formula jar, then released a drop of nitrowisherine onto the floor. 

A huge explosion shook the room. Even though he was expecting it, the 
noise took Erec’s breath away. They both slammed into the shelves behind them, 
rattling the rows of boxes and glass jars. Erec announced, “I wish Bethany and I 
would find the hole in the Substance in Nemea so we can get the lion skin 
flowers.” 

In a flash, Erec and Bethany were transported to a tangle of trees. Stars were 
blinking in the night sky over their heads. Erec still held his glass jar in his arms. 
“Are you okay?” 

“Yeah. Where are we?” 

The forest stretched as far as Erec could see. He tried to get his bearings. It 


had all happened so quickly. But, then again, he hadn’t known what to expect. “I 
guess this is Nemea. King Piter said it’s a dragon reserve.” Erec shivered. He 
wondered if this was where Aoquesth lived. “I guess the hole in the Substance is 
somewhere around here.” 

Bethany shivered. “I thought you were going to wish for the lion skin 
flowers to appear in the castle.” 

“Oh, that would have been easier, I guess.” 

She seemed glad to have come anyway. “It’s pretty cool here. Mystical. 
Okay, we might as well look for the hole.” 

“T wonder where it is.” Erec felt blindly around the grass near the trees. 

Bethany reached up, touching leaves. “We don’t even know what we’re 
looking for.” They both waved their hands through the emptiness around them. 
She laughed. “If somebody saw us now, they’d think we were crazy.” 

“Maybe it’s closer to these trees.” Erec kneeled close to the roots of a large 
fir tree, and Bethany tripped over him. Both of their hands shot out together into 
a space that felt tingly and dry. Startled, they turned to look. Their hands were 
invisible past their wrists. 

“Tt’s a hole.” Bethany rose to her knees, and her arm disappeared as she 
pushed it farther in. “It feels awful in there.” 

Erec fought the urge to yank out his hand, which felt mostly numb, with 
occasional little pinches and jolts. “Well, I wished that we both would find it. So 
I guess it makes sense that we found it together. Ready to go in?” 

As he stepped further into the void, the glass jar in his hand stopped short, 
like it had hit a wall. When he put the jar down next to the tree, he could pull his 
arm through easily. 

“Maybe we can’t bring anything with us there,” Bethany said. 

“No, I just put a leaf through.” Erec held it up to show her. “I think it’s only 
the jar that won’t go in.” 

“Tt might be because of what’s in it. Remember, the woman said that the 
Nevervarld can’t have any magic in it at all. Nitrowisherine is magical.” 

Erec thought for a moment. “Why don’t you keep an eye on the jar out here? 
Pl find the flowers. That way we’ ll know everything is safe.” 

“You sure?” Bethany waved her hand through the opening. “It doesn’t feel 
too good in there.” 

“Yeah,” Erec said, shuddering. “Tell you what. Just leave your hand through 
the hole so I can see it.” 

When he tried to swing his foot through the hole, it would not go in. It took 


him a moment to remember his Sneakers were magical, and he took them off. 

When he tried to slide further, something in his pocket seemed to catch. He 
pulled the magic glasses out and set them on his shoes. Barefoot, he decided to 
get it over with quickly before he had time to get nervous. He stuck both arms 
through the gap and plunged his head in. 

Erec’s breath caught and his chest felt frozen. Everything around him was... 
nothingness, a gray swarming nothingness that had no substance to it at all. 
No...Substance. He was surrounded by what seemed like television static, a 
seething world of black-and-white flecks. Little sparks flicked and stung him. 
His knees still rested on the ground outside, but his arms and hands were floating 
in a strange sea. He could see nothing other than the moving specks on all sides. 

Control, he thought. Be calm. You can do this. He climbed all the way into 
the abyss of the Nevervarld, then gripped Bethany’s hand for dear life. All sense 
of gravity was gone. There was no up or down, no sounds, and nothing to see 
except for Bethany’s hand, the one vision of reality left. He remembered that 
humans could only survive here for a few hours. How long would it take to find 
the lion skin flowers? It didn’t seem like he could find anything in this huge gray 
void. 

Somewhere in the back of his head he heard echoes that sounded like Thank 
you and Yummmm. Slowly he released his grip on Bethany’s hand. He tested 
letting go and reaching for it again a few times before he finally edged away. 
Going anywhere in the Nevervarld was difficult, a combination of swimming 
and willing himself through the static. The strain of trying to move made him 
tired. The energy in his body seemed to be absorbed by the particles around him. 
He searched, felt all around for something that could be a flower. Bethany’s 
gleaming hand began to look less and less real. 

His eyes adjusted to the whirling nothingness around him, or maybe it was 
his mind that was adjusting. Shapes gradually began to form within the chaos. 
Rocks? Statues? No. The forms were something he knew he would never 
understand, because there was nothing similar on earth. It was so confusing. He 
wondered how long he had been here. It could have been minutes or hours. 

Erec focused hard, looking for any sign of plant life. All the while he made 
sure not to wander out of sight of Bethany’s hand. A crackle of energy struck his 
wrist and he drooped, exhausted. He realized that the sparks striking him were 
his own energy leaving his body. 

Where are you? he called to the plants in his mind. I need you. 

Why couldn’t he have a cloudy thought now? He became so tired, he wasn’t 


sure if he should keep looking for the flowers or try to make it back toward the 
hole before he could no longer move. Then he heard the noise again. It was 
louder this time, and it seemed to come from inside his head. Something was 
speaking to him. Thank you. Your energy is delicious. 

His life energy was flowing out of him fast, disappearing into the particles 
whizzing around him. It was suddenly clear. Erec knew it and the Nevervarld 
knew it. He would never get out of here. It was a trap. 

He tried to talk to the voice in his head. I need some lion skin flowers to save 
the dragon hatchlings. I have to go back. 

The space around him echoed in his mind. No human gets out of here alive. 
It’s impossible. Surrender yourself. 

But I can’t, he thought. I heard an explorer came here and brought out lion 
skin flowers once. 

Swirls of nothingness washed through him until he was lost in their haze. 
That is not true, the voice said. Once a man came here looking for lion skin 
flowers. He got a few in his hand before he died. We pushed his body through the 
hole and he brought them out with him. His friend took the flowers away from 
there. That same friend brought others back, pushed them in here to their deaths, 
hoping they would bring more flowers out with them, but none of them did. 
Others have come here hoping to find various things, but never made it out alive. 

Erec knew this was true. It was the end for him. Well, he decided, he might 
as well die holding the flowers in his hands so the dragon hatchlings could live. 
He called out to the flowers in his mind, I need you. Please come help. His mind 
fuzzed until he could barely remember why he needed them. 

A faint echo reached his ear. I am here. I am next to you. 

Just then, a Nemean lion skin flower appeared right next to him. He couldn’t 
exactly see it, but somehow he could sense its presence, its spirit. Thank you. It 
drifted into his hand. It was his now. Then another came in. And another. Six 
flowers came to him by their own will, giving themselves to him, knowing. By 
now he could not recall why he even needed them. He could barely remember 
where he had come from and where he needed to go. But they were in his grip. 

He was losing consciousness fast. A dim hum buzzed around him. The last 
bits of his life were soaring away, gone forever. Blackness grew around him, 
filling his being. There was something wrong...or right...he couldn’t tell. The 
voice spoke to him again, but it was so very dim now. You are not dead. We do 
not understand. There is something in you that is stronger than human. A part of 
a dragon. You will be dead soon, though, if you dont think fast. 


Think fast? Erec could not think at all. What was that about a part of a 
dragon in him? It was a dream. Not real. Nothing was real. Why was he here? 
What was the reason to go on? But then he saw Bethany’s hand, shining almost 
too bright to look at, glowing colorfully in the gray swirl. 

That was it. Bethany. 

He floated back, pushed and pulled by the flowers somehow until he reached 
her. 

And she pulled. In one yank his head popped through, gasping in the 
sparkling air. With another tug he was lying on the ground and gazing at the 
stars, which were impossibly bright. 

Bethany looked down at him in horror. “Erec, are you okay? You’re ice 
cold.” She laid a hand on his cheek. “You don’t look good.” 

But Bethany sure did. She radiated with more vibrant color than possible, a 
world of color concentrated in one small person. He was glad it was dark. In the 
light of day, her brilliance would have been blinding. 

She bit her lip. “Can you talk?” 

Erec shook his head. All the feelings, sensations, life, were too much. 
Energy rushed into him so fast he was dizzy. Finally he took a deep breath and 
raised his head. “You know that scene in The Wizard of Oz, where Dorothy 
walks into Munchkinland and everything changes from black-and-white into 
color? PI never watch that movie the same way again.” 

Bethany laughed with relief. She felt his arm, testing. “You’re warming up.” 

The Nemean lion skin flowers rested in Erec’s hand, motionless. Their 
energy had drained out, for they couldn’t survive here. He knew what they must 
have felt like, energy leaving them like it did from him in their world. Yet they 
came willingly. Here they looked like clusters of thick beige furry petals, very 
much like lion skin. He stared at them, fascinated. “The only reason I survived is 
because I have a dragon part in me. It must be Aoquesth’s eye. Every other 
human has died in there.” Saying that, he was thankful that Bethany had not 
gone in. 

“Well,” she said, picking up the glass jar, “I guess we should cut them up 
with the lion’s claw and throw them in.” 

“Cut them up?” Erec realized he was still in a daze. “You better do it.” 

He managed to get the claw from his pocket. Bethany took it, chopped the 
flowers against a rock, and dropped them in the formula. 

The mixture looked lumpy and disgusting as she stirred it with a long stick. 
The flower petal pieces began to fizz, and bubbles raced through the mixture. In 


moments the solid bits melted and the concoction took on a glossy brown 
texture. 

Satisfied at last, she stopped stirring. “Now we have one other small 
problem. How do we get back to Alypium?” 

Trees towered above them, making Erec feel like a small lump of earth. He 
could barely hold his eyes open. 

“Erec? We can’t wish ourselves back, can we?” 

“No.” He hadn’t thought about returning. Plus, the ground was so warm and 
comfortable. “Tomorrow. We’ll figure it out tomorrow. Okay?” 

He was asleep before he could hear her answer. 


CHAPTER EIGHT 


The Amulet of Virtues 


SoMETHING POKED EREC’S face and neck. He turned over and shooed it away, 
but it kept prodding him. 

“Erec. Erec! We’ve got to get moving. You don’t want to be late for your 
first quest.” 

That woke him up. He raised his head off the ground, feeling stiff. 

“You’ve been sleeping forever.” Bethany was walking around holding the 
jars of formula and biting beetles. 

“All right.” Erec pulled himself to his feet and looked around. “Maybe if we 
wander around we can find a way back. If only I had a scepter.” 

In a rush, the craving was back. He wanted one. Badly. It was worse now 
after touching King Piter’s scepter last evening. He had felt its power again, and 
it was too much for him. The king was right. There were always reasons to want 
to use it. If he did, he would soon forget the reasons and use it for the feeling of 
power it gave him alone. 

“If only I could magic us out of here.” Bethany wistfully eyed her remote 
control. “I only know how to use it for little tricks. I can move small things in 
my sight, freeze them, turn them, and I’m working on moving small people, but I 
can’t even move myself yet.” 

They started to wander through the woods. A thought occurred to Erec. “I 
bet there are dragons around here.” He looked into the sky. 


A flash of green light filled Erec’s eyes. Everything around him was green. 
Thick bands of netting and wide white ropes filled the air. 

But something in the sky caught his eye. A darkness there was growing 
closer. It began to form a shape as it zoomed toward him, fast. 

Suddenly he could see it clearly. It was a dragon. The thing roared and 


screeched at him, talons bared, sailing through the sky right toward him. Fire 
shot from its mouth as it zoomed in for the kill. Erec screamed and fell back. 


Then the green light faded. He was sitting on his behind, no dragon in sight. 

“Are you okay?” Bethany leaned over him. “That was so weird. Your dragon 
eye came out, but now your regular eye is back. What happened? Is it something 
from the Nevervarld?” 

Erec shook his head. “It’s a cloudy thought. Well, it’s not exactly that 
anymore. It’s more like a premonition. It happened before at home. I could see 
myself tackling Danny and then later on I did tackle him.” He trembled, thinking 
of the fury in the eyes of the dragon he saw attacking him. Would this happen 
too? He didn’t see himself stopping the dragon, though, or doing anything at all. 
But that didn’t make sense. Cloudy thoughts always told him what to do to save 
himself. 

This couldn’t mean he... 

What if it meant he would die? 

A bitter taste filled his mouth as he scanned the skies. “Let’s get going.” He 
rose to his feet, and they set off again. With each step, Erec’s heart sank more. It 
must be close to afternoon. He would never get to Patchouli’s nest in time to 
open the eggs. Balor would win the quest hands down. There went the kingdom. 
And the scepter. His desire to win almost surpassed his fear of owning the 
scepter now. 

As he kept walking, a feeling of deep sadness filled him. Even worse than 
losing the quest, he would not be able to save the baby dragons. The only dragon 
he had ever known, Aoquesth, had been so nice to him. 

“Ah, there you are,” a deep voice boomed. “Come to Nemea a little early, I 
see?” 

King Piter appeared before them, scepter in hand. Erec immediately stared at 
it with longing. He was amazed at the strength the king must have to hold it for 
so long and resist using it. 

“Well,” the king said with a smile, “I thought I’d find you in Alypium. It’s a 
good thing I brought Jack with me so you three can make it to your first quest 
together. It’s not too far from here. I needed to come here anyway to meet with 
some dragon elders.” He cocked his head to one side, and all four of them began 
to rise in the air. They kept floating upward until they stepped onto the top of a 
large cliff jutting from a mountainside. Near them, a huge black nest of fused 


iron shavings and tree branches sparkled with gems and gold. In the middle sat 
ten green eggs, each the size of a watermelon. 

Balor and Damon Stain and Rock Rayson sat on the other edge of the nest, 
glaring. 

“You’re not allowed to help,” Balor shouted to the king. 

“T wouldn’t think of it.” The king winked at Erec. “I’m sure things are under 
control.” 

Erec wondered where the king’s confidence came from. 

“Good luck.” King Piter twinkled his fingers at Erec, then vanished. 

Erec, Bethany, and Jack all smiled. That was a nice magic trick right there. 

Balor was talking quietly to Rock. The nest was so large, Erec couldn’t hear 
them. 

“T wonder what their plan is,” Erec said. 

“Why don’t you use your watch?” Bethany said. “It lets you hear from a 
distance, right?” 

Nodding, Erec played with the dials. Damon’s voice rose quietly from the 
watch as he said, “...and we’re the ones that get to see Biscottia bring back his 
grandma from the dead!” 

Balor glared at him. “It’s Baskania, you bonehead. The Shadow Prince to 
you. Now don’t forget your job, all right?” 

“Yeah, I know,” Damon said. “Fight Erec’s team. Knock ’em out.” 

“That’s right,” Balor said. “Rock will use the blowtorch, and I’ve got my 
jackhammer remote.” Hearing that, Erec remembered how Balor’s remote had 
sliced through a stone anvil in the Tribaffleon contest. Balor checked his watch. 
“Three minutes to go.” 

“Let’s start now, dude,” Rock said. 

“No, idiot.” Balor glared at him. “That Harpy, Erida, is coming to announce 
the contest. You’ll get us kicked out.” 

Erec turned off the watch. “Aw, man,” he moaned. “They’re gonna kill us. I 
bet these eggs are hard to open.” 

“Here’s a sharp rock,” Jack offered. He fished around in the dirt and handed 
it to Erec. “Ill use my hands.” 

“Damon’s planning to fight us.” Erec glared across the nest. “Pll take him on 
while you guys open the eggs.” 

“T think you should open the eggs,” Jack said. “If I open them it might not 
count as much as you doing it.” 

“Nobody knows what’s going to count.” 


Erida, the creature with a woman’s head on a black vulture’s body, flapped 
in on a breeze, four other Harpies behind her. They each had black hair pulled 
into tight buns and lustrous black feathers. Their only distinguishing features 
were the sharpness or fatness of their bitter faces. Their pale skin looked stark 
under the blackness of their lips, scowling eyes, and coarse eyebrows. 

Erida screeched, “The Committee for Committee Oversight is formally 
overseeing the first quest for kingship.” She looked around with wild eyes as if 
daring anyone to challenge her. “This is in the spirit of our new mission, PIPS: 
Positive, Inspirational, Peaceful Service.” The Harpies all nodded. 

Bethany whispered, “They seem to like making up those things more than 
actually sticking to them.” 

Erida announced, “The team of Erec Rex will be competing against the team 
of Balor Stain, winners of the first contests to be kings. The quest is...” She 
flourished a small piece of paper. “You must open Patchouli’s eggs in Nemea.” 

Erec knew the “you” meant him. He was the one who pulled the quest out of 
Al’s Well. He hoped all these people interfering wouldn’t make the Fates angry 
and mess it up for everyone. 

“Of course,” Erida squawked, “the Stain boys are expected to have an 
advantage as they are thirteen and Erec Rex is only twelve, according to his 
forms.” Erec could not imagine that would make a difference. Maybe it would be 
a convenient excuse to account for Balor’s cheating. 

A shrill whistle blasted through the air. Balor, Damon, and Rock ran into the 
large nest. Erec dashed to one of the eggs himself and pounded on its shell. It felt 
like thick, cool plastic. He could feel the dragon scratching and moving inside. 
The shell bent very slightly when he pushed it, but it would not break. 

Someone yanked him onto his back. He looked up, and Damon was standing 
over him. “Ill get you, you Erec Rex dummy ball.” Damon pulled his floppy 
gray hat over his ears, but part stuck up on top, making him look even goofier. 
“Take that!” He kicked Erec hard in the side. 

Though his ribs smarted with pain, Erec grabbed Damon’s other foot and 
pulled. Damon tripped over Erec and fell next to him, then smashed him in the 
side with his fist. Erec looped a leg over him, trying to hold him down, but 
Damon sprang up and grabbed Bethany’s ankle, yanking her away from the egg 
she was trying to crack open. 

In the meantime, Jack was pounding an egg to no avail. Erec finally 
managed to pull Damon away from Bethany, but Damon easily pushed him aside 
and tackled Jack. 


Feeling the time pressure, Erec scratched the sharp stone that Jack had given 
him against one of the eggs. Nothing happened. He shoved it harder into the 
eggshell, and bent over it, jamming it in with his foot. No matter how hard he 
tried, though, the rock did not make a dent. Erec looked up to see how the Stain 
team was doing. Rock’s blowtorch and Balor’s jackhammer remote were not 
working either. Then his jaw erupted in sharp pain. Damon had kicked him in the 
face. He toppled over, the stone flying from his hand. 

The taste of blood flooded Erec’s mouth. He put his hand to his face and felt 
wetness from his bleeding tongue and lip. A wave of anger surged through him. 
It was bad enough that nobody could crack the eggs open, but Damon keeping 
him from trying was too much. Growling, Erec dove on Damon, and the two of 
them rolled over the sharp sticks and iron filings of the nest. 

Seeing that Erec needed help, Jack, an egg under one arm, stepped on 
Damon’s chest. “You don’t think you’re stronger than all three of us, do you?” 

Erec held Damon tight against the nest with Jack’s help. “Hey, Bethany, 
bring me an egg.” 

Bethany brought an egg over and dropped it into Erec’s free arm. She 
scowled at Damon. “If you just tried to open the eggs and let us work in peace, 
maybe we’d all get something done. And, by the way, you really hurt me when 
you grabbed my ankle, you jerk.” She ripped his floppy gray hat off his head. 

Erec, Jack, and Bethany froze when they saw what lay under Damon’s hat. A 
huge bone, very much like an oversized dog bone, projected from the top of his 
head. Damon sat up and rubbed the bone. “Where’s my hat?” 

“Um, sorry.” Bethany handed his hat back. No one knew quite what to say. 
Damon looked like he wasn’t going to attack again, so they let him get up and 
walk away. 

It was clear that nobody was going to be able to crack the eggs open, so 
there was no reason for Damon to fight them. Balor used his remote control to 
try to smash the eggs against rocks, burn holes in them, and slice them, but 
nothing worked. He kicked an egg in frustration. “Stupid dragons. I hope they all 
die.” 

They all tried different methods. Bethany scratched one of the eggs with a 
fine twig and mumbled math equations softly to herself. Erec scratched an egg 
against the sharpest things he could find in the nest. He pushed it against rubies, 
gold spikes, and iron. Then he scraped it on the nest below him and heard a 
noise. It was kind of a squeak, and the egg shivered at the same time. Faint lines 
appeared on the eggshell. He looked down and saw a diamond jutting out of the 


nest. 

Erec jiggled the diamond and found it was loose. He eagerly worked it out of 
the nest and ran it over the egg. A crack appeared in the shell. He pushed harder, 
and the shell tore open in his hands. Inside, a tiny dragon hatchling peered out 
with a faint mewling sound. Little green slitlike eyes looked up at Erec. Its sharp 
teeth bit the air as if it expected food. Green slime rolled off its head. 

Everybody stopped what they were doing. 

“Aw, it’s so cute!” Bethany said. “Look at its little tail.” Blood red spines 
like little thorns ran in a line down its back. Its scales were a shimmering green. 
Erec was so focused on the dragon that he was surprised when he was suddenly 
knocked sideways by Balor. The baby sailed from his hands onto the hard nest. 
In an instant Balor grabbed the diamond from Erec. “Get him, bonehead,” he 
commanded. 

Damon took off running as if he’d been waiting for the order. Tackling Erec, 
he flattened him on the ground. Erec shoved him off, but Damon grabbed his leg 
before he could get up. Jack tried to pitch in and pull Damon away, but Damon 
grabbed him and he went down too. 

“Stop it!” Bethany screamed. “Leave them alone.” She whisked Damon’s hat 
off, revealing the huge bone jutting from his head, but this time he did not let up. 

Meanwhile, Balor had opened two eggs and sliced into a third. “Eew. This 
one just has goo inside.” Green slime dripped down his fingers. He threw it to 
the ground in disgust and grabbed another. 

Bethany found a small diamond attached to the nest and sliced another 
dragon egg open with it. “Oh, look!” She stopped what she was doing and 
peered at it. “It’s so sweet. It’s trying to lick my finger...ouch!” She shook her 
hand. “I don’t know if it bit me, but something in its mouth really stings.” 

Erec tried to pull Damon away, but Damon grabbed the dragon out of 
Bethany’s hand and squeezed it. “You’re not getting this one. It’s mine now. 
Ouch!” He threw it hard onto a rock. The dragon hit with a cracking sound and 
made a sad little noise. 

“What did you do?” Bethany cried, enraged. “Why did you have to hurt it?” 

Balor laughed nearby. “It’s done! And they’re all cracked, and I opened eight 
of them. I won!” He put his hands on his hips and walked around the nest with 
his chest stuck out. “Give it up, Rex. Ill be the next king, and there’s nothing 
you can do about it. You don’t have what it takes. C’mon, Damon.” 

Balor, Damon, and Rock strutted off, heading around the corner of the cliff. 
Erec pointed his watch at them and heard Balor talking to someone. “All right, 


Dad. Let’s go. We creamed him, of course. I told you we wouldn’t need help.” 

The Harpies flew away as well. Erec looked over the nest. Six baby dragons 
were strewn about making crying noises. “Are some missing?” 

“Some of the eggs didn’t have hatchlings in them,” Bethany said. She sat 
down with a lost look on her face. 

“Well,” Erec said, “I’m glad we brought the formula for these guys, whether 
or not we won this stupid thing. Look at ’em. They’re so little.” He opened the 
glass jar and picked up a dragon baby. Its tiny black jointed wings opened and 
shut. Then he realized that he had no idea how to feed it. He tried tipping the jar 
and putting the dragon’s mouth into the liquid. The dragon coughed and 
sputtered, but it did not get anything down its throat. 

“Here, try this.” Jack handed him a small stick. 

Erec dipped the stick into the formula and put it in the hatchling’s mouth, but 
the baby turned his head away. “C’mon, little guy. This is good for you.” The 
dragon would not let the stick anywhere near its mouth. Instead it kept trying to 
nibble on Erec’s fingers. “Ouch, that hurts.” Erec picked up a stone and tried to 
dribble formula from it onto the hatchling’s tongue. The dragon would have 
nothing to do with the stone. 

Bethany laughed. “It wants your finger, Erec.” 

“Oh, all right.” Erec dipped his finger into the formula and put it in the 
hatchling’s mouth. The dragon sucked happily. “Ow!” He whisked his finger 
away. “That stung.” He tried it again. This time he filled his palm with the liquid 
and let it run down his finger into the dragon’s open mouth. He tried to keep his 
fingertip away, but the dragon proved very good at reaching out and nipping 
him. Soon the liquid itself began to sting his sore finger. When he put the dragon 
down, it raced perkily around the nest. “Well, it did him some good.” 

They looked around at the other dragons. They lay helpless, mouths open 
and waiting. 

“TIl feed this one some of the biting beetles.” Bethany reached into the jar 
and jerked her hand out. “Ouch! These things really do bite, hard.” She shut the 
jar and put it down, unsure what to do. 

“TIl try it.” Erec took a beetle out of the jar and fed it to a dragon lying near 
him. The pinching beetle hurt, but he blocked the pain from his mind. These 
were the last dragon babies left, since all the rest of the dragon hatchlings in 
Otherness were mysteriously missing. He wasn’t going to let a little soreness 
stop him from doing what he needed to do. “Jack, you have the gift of talking to 
animals. Can you tell what these guys are saying?” 


Jack took the jar of formula and sat next to Erec. “I tried talking to them, but 
they’re too young. They just make crying noises.” He put some of the formula 
onto a finger and put it in one of the dragon’s mouths, then yanked it out. “Ow, 
man. How do you do it, Erec? That really hurt.” 

Erec shrugged. “I don’t have a choice, I guess.” He popped a few biting 
beetles into the waiting mouths of the hatchlings, trying to ignore his red, 
swelling fingertips. Breathe steady. Mind over matter, he told himself. “PI take 
care of it, guys. My fingers are shot already.” 

Jack winced as Erec took the jar from him. “Look at your fingers.” 

“Td rather not.” 

For twenty minutes, Erec took turns using different fingers of both hands 
until all the dragons had swallowed a few handfuls of the liquid. They tumbled 
happily around the nest. 

“Wait a minute.” Bethany bent over a rock. “Another baby is trapped in here. 
I think this is the one that Damon threw. It looks hurt.” 

Erec peered into the crack. A little dragon was twisted under an iron filing. 
Its neck was bent, maybe broken, and Erec could see that it was breathing very 
slowly. “This thing’s not going to make it. Unless...” He slowly straightened its 
body under the rock, cupping it in his hand, and it began to breathe easier. Its 
neck was still pinned down, though. “As long as I hold its back up like this, it’s 
okay. Maybe if I give it some of the liquid, it’ll get stronger and I can set it down 
again.” He dipped a hand into the mixture, ignoring the searing agony racing 
through him. The dragon bit weakly at his finger, sucking the formula slowly. 
Erec steadied his breath, clenching his teeth against the pain. He could take it. It 
wouldn’t be much longer. He would find some medicine to make his fingers 
heal. But he wouldn’t let this little guy die. 

A shadow appeared overhead in the sky, slowly growing larger. Ignoring it, 
Erec stuck his hand back into the liquid, squeezing his eyes shut because of the 
sting. He carefully held the baby and cupped his hand to its mouth. “Aaagh,” he 
cried as fiery pain filled him. 

Suddenly everything around him became a green whirlwind. Thick white 
ropes hung in the air like netting. Erec reached to touch them, but he could feel 
nothing. The nest, the dragons...everything glowed a bright green. And he was 
spinning now, dizzy. It was a cloudy thought. But where was the command? His 
stomach clenched. 

The shadow above him began to take on a shape. It grew larger, more 
birdlike until... 


It was a dragon. The same dragon he had envisioned when he was walking 
through the woods with Bethany. Teeth bared, its talons stabbed toward him. It 
had a wild look in its eyes. It was out for the kill. 

“Run!” Erec shouted. Bethany screamed as she saw it too. She and Jack 
stumbled backward out of the nest. The dragon didn’t notice them though. It 
focused on Erec as if he was attacking the hatchlings. 

Erec felt strong, energized in the green vortex, like he could do anything. Yet 
what was he supposed to do? There was no command, no order from his cloudy 
thought. And even though he felt strong, he knew he was no match for the 
dragon. He looked down at the helpless creature in his palm, then up at the beast 
whizzing toward him in the sky. His body shook, and he wanted to drop the baby 
dragon and run. But he couldn’t. If he let it go, its neck would twist again, and it 
would die. He looked up again, desperate. 

The dragon in the sky was screeching at him. Fire blazed from its mouth. It 
must have been one of the parents, attacking to protect its babies. And Erec was 
lost in a cloudy thought, but for the first time there were no instructions. Just like 
in his premonition. There was nothing he could do. It was over. 

He kneeled in the nest and looked up, pleading with the angry dragon to 
understand. The baby licked his hand harder and he did not even feel the sting. 

The massive creature soared down fast, fury in its eyes. Erec stared up at it, 
mesmerized. Then, for some reason, he knew who it was. He knew this was the 
mother dragon, Patchouli. She was flying to protect her hatchlings from an 
intruder—him. She was terrified by the human in her nest. Dragons were worth a 
fortune to humans. Their scales, blood, bones, and claws were priceless, used for 
magic and medicine. She wanted to kill this intruder before it was too late. 

Erec barely realized he was reading Patchouli’s thoughts. He was terrified. 
His life would be over in seconds. 

Patchouli dove at him, staring with wide eyes. His mind blanked as her 
talons reached for him, slicing the air, touching his shirt. 

At the last moment she swerved away and lit on the edge of her nest, looking 
at him hard. Erec could sense her thoughts through his foggy haze. She realized 
he was helping her children, could see right into his thoughts. 

He knew they were reading each other’s minds because his dragon eye was 
looking at her dragon eyes. 

His cloudy thought, his dragon eye, had saved him. 

Suddenly the green light and white ropes faded away. His dragon eye rolled 
back to reveal his normal one. 


Patchouli was a little smaller than Aoquesth, and her scales were redder. Her 
jointed black wings stretched and closed over her back, and her red spines shone 
in the sunlight. She was beautiful. 

“Thank you for saving my babies, Erec. I was caught in a trap for days, and I 
would not have made it back in time. Dragon babies have to hatch right when 
they’re ready. They would have died if you hadn’t fed them.” 

He smiled, still too shaken to speak. His hand that held the injured dragon 
shook. 

Patchouli came close and nuzzled the little being in his hand. “He would 
never have lived without your care. I’m going to name him Erec after you. Not a 
normal dragon name but very fitting, I think.” 

Little Erec was sucking away on his finger. As he relaxed, the pain returned 
and he winced, pulling his finger away. 

“Set him down. I can take care of him now.” With her long talons, Patchouli 
lifted the iron from around its neck and scooped her baby up. “Give me a 
moment with him, then Pd like to talk to you.” 

Bethany and Jack crept back around the corner and sat with Erec on the side 
of the broad nest while Patchouli tended to her child. Erec found that as his 
breathing steadied the pain in his fingers grew almost unbearable. He lifted his 
hands to examine them. They were purple and swollen, lined with bites and 
jagged lacerations. 

Bethany leaned away. “I can’t look at them.” As her eyes met his, she 
noticed something strange. She lifted it off the top of Erec’s shirt. “What’s this? I 
don’t remember you wearing it before.” 

Around his neck hung a thick chain with a large round medallion etched into 
twelve segments. One of the pie-shaped segments glowed a deep red, while the 
other eleven were gold like the chain. He shook his head. “I don’t know where 
that came from.” 

In the next moment, the acute pain returned, and he squeezed his eyes shut. 
“T have to go to the royal hospital, quick. My fingers are killing me.” 

Patchouli crossed the nest toward Erec. Her other six children raced 
excitedly around her. “You have used your own blood to feed my children. They 
will always be indebted to you. I cannot thank you enough.” Steam gushed from 
her nostrils. “I can see you are in pain. Let me help you.” She poked a claw 
through her thick scales. When she drew it out, a drop of purple blood was on 
the tip. “Excuse me for not having a cup to offer you. Would you sip this off my 
claw? It will help.” 


Erec took Patchouli’s large claw in his hand. Any doubt about drinking the 
dragon blood was washed away by his desire to stop the intense pain he was 
feeling. He put his mouth on the claw tip, careful not to let it poke him. The 
liquid tasted of metal and hot peppers as it dissolved on his tongue. Instantly, his 
pain vanished even though his hands still looked terrible. He felt alert and 
stronger than he ever had. 

Patchouli was watching his face. “That is Aoquesth’s eye you have, isn’t it? 
So you are Erec Rex. It’s a good thing I saw your dragon eye. It let me read into 
you, see who you were and what you were doing. I hate to think what I would 
have done otherwise. I was so afraid for my children. With all of the other 
dragon hatchlings missing, I have been so worried that something would happen 
to these little ones. Now that I’m back I’m not letting them out of my sight.” 

Erec shook, thinking about what almost happened. “I could read your 
thoughts too.” 

“Dragon eyes let you do that with other dragons.” 

“T can see things so clearly through Aoquesth’s eye. But it makes everything 
green. And I see ropy stuff all around.” 

“That’s the Substance, Erec. Dragons can see it everywhere.” 

Erec paused, shocked. He never had thought what the thick netting was. So 
this was the stuff that made everyone feel so sad in Alypium. He tried to 
remember if he could see it when he had the cloudy thought at home. “I think in 
Upper Earth the Substance looked different. More like cobwebs...thinner.” 

Patchouli nodded. “It is thinner there. The Substance from Upper Earth is 
now mostly in the Kingdoms of the Keepers.” 

The Substance that carried the magic...Erec guessed that made sense. 

“Erec, I want to give you something to thank you.” 

Erec held up the medal on his chest. “Is this from you?” 

“Oh, no. Don’t you know? That is the Amulet of Virtues. You got it for 
completing your first quest to become king.” 

Erec eyed it more carefully. A symbol glowed in the red segment of the 
pendant. “What does this mean?” 

“Tt’s in an ancient language. That word means ‘self-sacrifice.’ That is what 
you showed in this quest. Each segment of the amulet will fill in when you 
complete a quest.” With a talon she pointed. “To earn them, you must prove you 
have the twelve virtues befitting a ruler. Pd say you showed your self-sacrifice 
well today.” 

Erec stared down at the Amulet of Virtues. So he had succeeded in the first 


quest after all. Balor thought he had won, and the Harpies from the Bureau of 
Bureaucrats likely did too. He wondered if Balor’s team had gotten amulets. If 
not, what would they all think when they found out? 

That led to a new thought. Maybe the people of Alypium would accept him 
now. He knew Bethany was right, he shouldn’t care about pleasing people who 
didn’t really know him. He just couldn’t seem to help it. 

Steam spouted from the dragon’s nostrils. “Don’t take the amulet off, Erec,” 
she warned. “It will protect you more with each quest you complete.” 

“But...did I win this quest because I fed your hatchlings? I didn’t have to 
crack open all of your eggs like I was told?” 

“Were you told to crack open all my eggs? I believe you succeeded because 
you did what you were meant to do. The Fates were surely aware of exactly what 
would happen here today.” She sighed and smoke streamed from her nostrils. “I 
have something for you. It is a treasure I have kept for centuries, but I think you 
may have more use for it than I do. Come into my cave. I had to move my nest 
out here to keep my eggs warm, but if you follow me...” 

Erec followed the beautiful creature into a cavern lit by an unseen source. 
Gold bricks paved the floors, and huge piles of gems surrounded tables of 
mysterious artifacts, gilded swords, magical talismans, and ornately carved 
marble statues. Patchouli carefully lifted a small scroll from behind a glittering 
screen with her claws and set it before Erec. 

“T want to give this to you. It is called the Archives of Alithea. It’s a magical 
scroll that has been passed down from a realm that vanished thousands of years 
ago. The society that created it valued truth above all else. So this is a scroll of 
truth. It may be used only one more time, and I am sure you will know when that 
time is right. When you open it, you will see the full truth, and show the full 
truth to anyone within sight of you.” 

“The truth about anything?” Erec immediately started thinking of 
unanswered questions about himself he wanted to know. 

“Anything you ask it. And you may use it for selfish reasons, but from what 
I know of you, you’ll save it for something really important.” Her eyes twinkled. 
“This was created by strong magic, and only those that possess a magic touch 
can use it. Most humans could not make it work—but you can now.” 

“Why me?” 

“When you fed my hatchlings, some of their essence entered into your 
fingers, just as you gave them some of your essence. I know it hurt, and you did 
it to save them, but it also left you with a special touch. You may notice that 


something happens to your fingers when you get your next vision through your 
dragon eye.” 

Erec regarded his swollen fingers in a new light. “How do I ask it to show a 
certain truth?” 

The dragon handed the scroll to him. “The scroll is sentient. It knows what is 
happening around it, what you are thinking. Just untie it and pull it open, and it 
will answer what needs to be answered. This use will be its last, though. It has 
been employed by many people for many reasons, some good and some bad. But 
it’s old and worn now. Once you are done with it, it will no longer be of value.” 

“Thank you very much.” Erec put the scroll into his pocket. 

“There is something you should know. Not that it should be a problem... 
well, not a big problem, anyway.” 

Erec looked up at her. 

“When you are carrying the scroll, while it is on your person, it will compel 
you to tell the truth.” 

Erec could not see the harm in that...yet. 


CHAPTER NINE 


A Monstrous Mob 


Thery Hap No sooner left the nest when Erec realized he was starving. “How are 
we going to get back?” They walked down a sloping path, hoping it led 
somewhere. 

Jack shrugged and looked around. “Maybe King Piter will come get us.” 

Bethany whispered, “Do you think Patchouli could fly us back to Alypium? 
I’m hungry.” 

“T don’t know,” Jack said, glancing back. “She probably doesn’t want to 
leave her hatchlings now.” He gazed down from the top of the high cliff where 
they were stranded. “This is crazy.” 

“Crazy?” a voice asked. “Well, it’s all how you look at things. Give me an 
insane world and Pll give you a happy Hermit.” 

Erec snapped around to see a thin brown face poking between two boulders. 
It was the strange dark-skinned man who had popped out of the bush. “What are 
you doing here?” 

The man giggled. “I’m charged with watching you, so get used to me 
following your sorry backside.” He exploded in a fit of laughter, the only one 
who appreciated his odd joke. “Oh, the crafty Erec Rex, the wily Erec Rex, the 
one who will destroy our world as we know it.” Although what the Hermit was 
saying was far from complimentary, he was grinning widely. 

Bethany whispered, “Maybe he says the opposite of what he means.” 

The Hermit laughed with glee. “Oh, the clever Bethany Cleary, the sneaky 
Bethany Cleary, the one who would save our world to destroy it.” 

She raised her eyebrows. “Ohhkay. I think we better get back before you 
shake a screw loose.” 

Giggling, the Hermit gave a sharp nod, and the four of them were 
transported to the castle grounds. 

“Toodle-loo.” The Hermit waved. In another flash he had disappeared. 


“Strange guy.” Erec lifted the Amulet of Virtues that hung around his neck. 
“T wonder what would happen if I won all of the twelve quests—or did them 
right, anyway—and nobody ever found the other two people who were supposed 
to be the ‘rightful rulers’? Maybe then I could pick who I wanted to rule with 
me.” He thought a moment. “I’d pick you two, I’m sure.” 

“Don’t tell Oscar you said that.” Jack glanced over his shoulder. “After you 
left, he was pouting that you didn’t care about him. I told him you said he could 
help with another quest. Oh, and Rosco has been saying he’ll never get to do a 
quest with you. You will let him...won’t you?” 

“Sure I will. I could only take two.” 

“Poor Oscar.” Bethany shook her head. 

They went into the castle kitchens, and one of the staff made them a tray of 
sandwiches and cookies, with bowls of cloud gruel and fresh berries. She stared 
at Erec’s fingers which had now turned a cherry red with little white boils. 

“I have to go into Alypium and look for Danny and Sammy,” Erec said 
between handfuls of chocolate-covered honey drops. “I saw with King Piter’s 
Seeing Eyeglasses that they were in a cloud cream shop, and I need to find it. 
Maybe someone there knows where they went.” 

“At least they seemed okay,” Bethany said. 

“They seemed more then okay. They were happy,” Erec said, puzzled. “I 
don’t get it. If they’re not being forced to stay there, why don’t they come home? 
And if they are, why would kidnappers give them candy and sundaes and take 
them Rollerblading? They were joking about how fat they were getting from all 
the treats.” 

“Why don’t you see what they are doing now?” Jack suggested. 

“That’s a good idea.” Erec took King Piter’s glasses from his pocket, sliding 
them out past the Archives of Alithea. He focused his mind on his brother and 
sister and put the glasses on. This time, Danny and Sammy were clearly visible. 
They were goofing around on a beach, eating cakes and cookies. Why didn’t 
they run away, or at least call? Erec wondered. They must know June would be 
worried sick. Erec resisted the urge to shout out to them. He wanted to tell them 
to quit what they were doing, to come home. But one false move and he might 
lose his connection with them for good. No, he would play it safe for now. 

He took the glasses off. “They’re on a beach, of all places. I have no idea 
where.” 

Bethany finished her nectar drink. “I think you should still start with the 
cloud cream shop. Maybe a little detective work will give you the answer. If you 


want, P’ll go with you, and we can walk Wolfboy and Cutie Pie.” 

Erec smiled at her. “Sure, I’d love to have a pretty girl go with me to the 
store.” 

Bethany blushed and raised her eyebrows at him. Erec could not believe he 
had said that. What had come over him? He could not have felt more 
embarrassed and was sure his face was as red as hers. “Uh, sorry. Don’t know 
why I said that.” 

The Archives of Alithea, which made sure he would tell the truth, tingled in 
his pocket. 


They ran into Oscar near Paisley Park by the castle grounds. “Oh, there you guys 
are.” He pointed at Erec. “Your morning tutor, Miss Ennui, was upset you 
missed your class with her. I heard she said that you’d forfeit your chance at the 
crown if you missed any more.” 

Erec could not believe his ears. “But I had to do the quest today.” 

Oscar shrugged. “Wasn’t the quest at one o’clock? I don’t think that gets you 
out of your morning work.” 

Pimster Peebles appeared, waving wildly from a distance, and waddled 
toward Erec. “Oh, hello, Ewec Wex. I hope you don’t feel too bad that you lost. 
What’s this?” He lifted the amulet off Erec’s chest. “Hmmm. Well, well.” 
Peebles was fascinated. “The Amuwet. That’s intewesting.” He looked at Erec 
with new respect. “Would you like to spend a little time going over the books 
with me since we missed our session today?” 

“Not now, thanks. I have something to do in Alypium.” 

“Can I help?” 

In truth, Erec very much wanted help. But the one who should have been 
helping, King Piter, was off on some trip. “My brother and sister were 
kidnapped. I need to look for them.” 

Mr. Peebles wrung his hands. “Not Danny and Sammy. They seemed so 
sweet.” 

Erec cocked an eyebrow. “Sweet? Those two were not Danny and Sammy. 
They were imposters.” 

Mr. Peebles looked shocked. “Spies? No. Well, by all means you look for 
them. I fully allow you to go into Alypium during your afternoons instead of 
studying with me. And while you’re out,” his voice lowered to a whisper, “you 
may want to ask awound about the Memory Mogul. You might learn something 


intewesting. But if you do, let’s keep it a little secwet. Understand that I am 
going against King Piter’s wishes by mentioning this.” 

“What do you mean?” 

Mr. Peebles squirmed. “Let’s just say I don’t agwee with the king tweating 
you like a baby. I know he just wants to protect you, but you have a right to 
know.” He headed back to the castle. 

That left Erec with a big question. What did Peebles think he had a right to 
know? 


The framed poster of the clown holding an umbrella was unmistakable. Cloud 
Nine Flavors, the cloud cream shop that the twins had been in, was smack in the 
middle of Alypium. 

A soda jerk stood behind the counter, hands on his hips. “Can I help youse?” 

Erec asked, “Did you work here last night?” 

The man was annoyed. “Yes, I own the joint. I’m here all the time. You want 
something?” 

“T just wondered if my brother and sister might’ve been here. We were 
supposed to meet, and I missed them.” 

“Well, that great description and a dime will get you a chocolate peanut. 
‘Two kids—’” 

“They might have been invisible,” Erec added. 

“Oh, that’s rich. Then I wouldn’t have seen them, would I?” 

He had a point. “Did any adults order two cloud cream sundaes and not eat 
them themselves?” 

The man stared as if Erec took him for an idiot. “My shop was closed last 
night. There was only one adult here, and I don’t question him. He does what he 
wants.” 

Erec’s heart began to race. Only one adult was in the shop when the twins 
were here. “Who was it?” 

The soda jerk shrugged. “Rosco Kroc.” 


On the slow walk back to the castle, Erec’s mind raced. Rosco, Oscar’s tutor, 
must have been the kidnapper. “We better warn Oscar,” he said. “He might be 
next.” 

Bethany nodded. “I thought Rosco seemed strange, but I never expected 


this.” 

They kept walking until someone popped off a sidewalk bench and came 
toward them. “Hey,” the man said, “you’re the one who set up the scepter and 
the Lia Fail during the coronation ceremony this summer.” He made an ugly 
face. “We won’t be ruled by a phony, do you hear?” His friends nearby nodded 
and made noises of agreement. Erec ignored them and walked on, but a crowd 
started to gather around them. 

“Go home, phony. Leave us alone. You can’t push us around...phony... 
phony...” The crowd around him shouted and pointed fingers at him like a 
single creature with many heads. 

Erec wanted to get out of there. They didn’t know what they were talking 
about. He was trying to help them, save them. He took a deep breath and tried to 
remember what Bethany had told him. It didn’t matter what these people 
thought. If they weren’t going to bother to find out the truth about him, then who 
cared? He glanced over at Bethany, filled with shame that she should see this. 
She marched straight forward, face red, with her hand on Erec’s shoulder. 

Three young men stepped right in front of Erec, blocking him so he couldn’t 
pass. One of them screamed in his face, “You disgust me. All you care about is 
yourself and your little girlfriend here. You want power so bad you don’t care 
who you step on. Why don’t you let Balor, Damon, and Rock do their quests in 
peace?” 

Erec felt his face get hot and his hands close into fists. “Balor would give the 
scepters to Baskania, and they would make you all slaves or worse. I’m trying to 
stop them.” 

The man laughed. “Did you hear that?” He looked around at his friends. 
“This guy is doing us a favor. Mean old Balor and Baskania are trying to hurt 
us.” He gave Erec a hard shove. “Do you think we are idiots?” 

“Yeah!” the crowd shouted, pressing closer like an angry beast, like a 
monstrous mob. Someone stuck a foot out and tripped Erec. 

When he stood back up, Bethany whispered to him, “Get out of here. Run.” 
In one quick motion, she ducked under someone’s arm and disappeared. 

Erec burst through the crowd, heart racing, and ran down the street. Several 
people trailed after him, shouting names, but most of the crowd stayed behind. 
Everywhere people were sneering at him. Now that people had seen him going 
to the Labor Society to draw his first quest, they knew what he looked like. He 
was totally humiliated. Why didn’t anybody believe him? Who was behind these 
terrible rumors? 


Erec turned into a candy shop that had its doors propped open and watched 
to see if anyone was still following. 

“Yes, Pll take those, too.” 

He spun around. Balthazar Ugry was standing in front of the counter. 

Erec backed into a corner, bumping his sore fingers. He hid behind a rack of 
spun-sugar bird’s nests, cherub puffs, and divinity. He wished he could hear what 
Ugry was saying. After a moment, Ugry paid the clerk and walked toward the 
door, stuffing a bag of candy in his pocket. 

Was Ugry the one feeding the twins candy? Erec put on King Piter’s glasses. 
There were the twins, in full sight, eating cloudsicles. Standing right next to 
them was Rosco Kroc. 

Erec had to find Rosco now. He stuffed the glasses into his pocket and asked 
the clerk, “Did that man, Balthazar Ugry, say anything about twins to you?” 

The man’s eyes narrowed. “That man happens to be King Piter’s AdviSeer. 
You think I’m going to repeat what he said to some kid?” 

Erec wondered if it would help if he told the clerk he was the twins’ brother. 
Probably not. At least this guy didn’t recognize him. “What kind of candy did he 
get?” 

The storekeeper grinned, seeing the chance for a sale. “Chocolate rain from 
Cinnalim, in Otherness. Want some?” 

“Sure.” Erec paid him and took a brown paper bag full of small chocolate 
pieces. 

“Be careful,” the man said. “Sometimes a few bugs get in with the rain.” A 
new, meaner expression crossed his face. “Hey, aren’t you that kid who’s been 
messing with Alypium, trying to rule everybody?” 

Erec darted out of the shop before the man could say any more. 


CHAPTER TEN 


The Memory Mogul 


Erec Hap No idea where to find Rosco Kroc, but he was sure that King Piter or 
somebody at the castle could tell him. He ran onto the castle grounds between 
some hedges. Bethany was resting on a stone bench, her head in her hands. He 
took a seat next to her. “Are you okay?” 

She nodded. “Don’t let them get to you, Erec. People like that are stupid. 
They let themselves get sucked up in a crowd’s madness and stop thinking on 
their own.” She frowned at what had just happened. “Mobs like that are really 
dangerous. They can do anything. Things that people would never do on their 
own. I really hope you don’t care about what people like that think.” 

But Erec did care, even though he wasn’t sure why. He said, discouraged, “I 
want them all to look up to me, respect me. I want girls to line up for my 
autograph. Pretty girls.” He listened to his own words in horror. What was he 
saying? He sounded like an idiot. Why was he...? He felt a tingling in his 
pocket. The Archives of Alithea. Patchouli had said they would make him tell 
the truth. Great. 

Bethany was not happy. “So that’s what this is all about for you? I thought 
you were in this to help people. But if you just want girls...” She stopped short. 
“Maybe that crowd was right about you.” 

Erec wearily closed his eyes. “No, Bethany. You’re the only girl I really care 
about.” He grinded his teeth. This was ridiculous. He was making it sound like 
he loved her, and that was not what he was thinking. Could this get worse? He 
snuck a peek at Bethany. She was staring into the distance with a slight smile. 
Well, at least she felt better. Changing the subject, he said, “It’s getting late. 
Tomorrow I’ll go find Rosco. I think I’m going to get some sleep.” And he 
would definitely take the Archives of Alithea out of his pocket and stash them in 
his room before he made a complete and utter fool of himself. 


Miss Ennui glared coldly at Erec the next morning. “Do you know what will 
happen to you if you miss our classes? You will be kicked out of the castle and 
sent home. If you did not truly want to be king, then you should not have 
bothered coming here. Kings are principled people, not lazy oafs. There is no 
excuse for missing yesterday.” 

Actually, he had a pretty good excuse. “I’m sorry. I ended up in Nemea early 
for my first quest. Now my brother and sister are missing. I know where they are 
and I have to find them. Can I please go early today?” 

“T am sure the authorities can handle the situation better than a thirteen-year- 
old boy.” 

Erec blinked. “Twelve.” He sank into his chair, realizing he was stuck. 

Three hours dragged by as Miss Ennui droned on about the history of the 
Middle Ages. His fingers throbbed a little, but they seemed to be getting better. 
She had finally reached a subject that interested Erec, the Black Death of 1347, 
when she announced, “Our time is up.” 

At noon, he set off for Paisley Park. Mr. Peebles ran up to Erec and pumped 
his hand up and down. His toupee was on today, but upside down with the hair 
part against his head. “Congwatulations, boy. Congwatulations. You’re still in 
the quests. When Pwesident Inkle and the Committee for Committee Oversight 
found out that Balor and Damon Stain and Rock Ward had won the egg-opening 
quest, they tried to pass a law so that you would be out for good. But Al’s Well 
doesn’t seem to be open to anybody but you.” He pointed at the chain around 
Erec’s neck. “And nobody else has gotten one of those.” 

Erec’s hand went to his Amulet of Virtues. He was relieved that he could do 
the next quest, but also worried about it. 

“T have to go into Alypium to find Rosco Kroc,” Erec explained, “so I can’t 
meet with you now.” 

Mr. Peebles wrung his hands. “Oh, you won’t find him there today. He had 
to go back to Aorth, and he took his pupil with him. They’re coming back early 
this evening, I believe.” 

“Do you know where he lives? He kidnapped Danny and Sammy.” 

Mr. Peebles laughed at that notion. “Now, that’s widiculous. Wosco is on our 
side. I’m sure he’ll do everything he can to help you. I don’t know where he 
lives, but I’m sure your fwiend Oscar could tell you tonight.” 

Erec clenched his fists. He hated the idea of waiting until tonight. In the 
distance he saw Bethany lifting rocks with her remote control and sending them 
flying into a pond. When would he learn to use his remote control? 


Right as he was about to ask, Mr. Peebles winked. “Are you going to outline 
books today or are you going to find the Memory Mogul?” 

Erec sure didn’t want to outline books. What he really wanted was to learn 
about his remote control and use it tonight on Rosco. He pulled it out and 
pointed it at a stone, pushing a button. Nothing happened. 

“Now, now. Put that away,” Mr. Peebles tutted. “We haven’t even started 
learning about that yet.” 

Erec fired back, “But that’s what I want to learn.” 

He walked away, thinking he’d seek out the Memory Mogul. On his way, he 
stopped near Bethany and her tutor. At least he had left the Archives of Alithea 
in a drawer in his room so he wouldn’t have to worry about making a fool of 
himself. 

“Rosco is in Aorth with Oscar today,” he reported to her. “I’m going to try 
and find him tonight.” 

He watched Bethany try to lift a stone bench with her remote control. It 
moved about an inch before falling down. She saw how interested he was. 
“What’s wrong?” she asked. 

Erec shrugged. “I just want to be able use my remote control. I don’t know a 
thing about it.” 

Bethany’s tutor Clarus smiled. “It’s easy. Just say ‘aeiro,’ point your remote 
at a rock, and press the big green button.” 

Erec tried that, but his rock did not budge. “How long does it take before I 
can do it?” 

Bethany looked at him funny. “It worked the first time for me. Remote 
controls make magic easy. Doing it without the remote control is hard.” 

Clarus said patiently, “It’s not easy for everyone. People have different 
ability levels, you know.” 

“You mean, I might never be able to do magic?” Erec felt a chill. He 
remembered that Oscar could not use a remote control at first. Then again, he 
was learning much better now with Rosco. The name made Erec clench his 
teeth. 


It was not easy finding the Memory Mogul’s shop. Most of the people Erec 
asked simply glared at him and turned up their noses. Finally a blind woman told 
him the store was near the edge of town, close to Medea’s magic shop. 

Inside the store, a counter stretched across the entire room. Behind it were 


racks of shelves covered with tiny packets. A small, spindly man hunched over 
the counter. His wild white hair and beard projected from all angles of his face, 
making him look like a dandelion gone to seed. He seemed to be in a daze. 

The man remained still as Erec walked up to him. Erec cleared his throat, but 
the man seemed to take no notice. “Excuse me.” 

The man jumped. “Oh! How’s that for sneaking up on an old man? You 
should be ashamed of yourself, boy. Scaring me like that.” His wispy hair and 
beard waved around in the air as he spoke. It made him look so comical that 
Erec had to bite his lip to keep from laughing. “Now,” the man said, “what were 
you saying, sonny? You have a memory to get rid of?” 

Erec pointed at the shelves behind the man. “What do you sell here?” 

“You don’t know?” The man looked indignant. “Memory chips, of course. 
Splices. I cut, I take out, I add in. Anything can be altered.” He coughed. “What 
was the question?” 

“You were telling me about the memory chips.” 

“Of course. Memory chips. I’ve got all types.” He waved a hand across the 
huge racks. “I’ve got bits of memories from all over the known earth and 
beyond. Want a bit of African jungle safari? Wild nights in the ogre bars? 
Dungeons? I’ve got plenty of dungeons,” he said happily. “Of course there’s no 
guarantee that the memory will be fully pleasant. But what fun would it be if it 
was all nice and safe, right? So what would you like, boy?” 

“T’m not sure I want to buy any memories right now.” 

“So you’re here to get rid of one? No problem. Would you like a 
replacement, or do you want to leave an empty gap where it was?” 

Erec had to stop to consider. Why did Mr. Peebles suggest he come here? He 
said he might find out something about himself. 

“Can I help you?” The man turned to him with a smile, white hair wagging 
around his face. He seemed to have forgotten their entire conversation. 

“Do you happen to have any memories in the name of Erec Rex?” 

The man chortled. “Oh, ho, ho! Erec Rex, eh? Even I remember the day I got 
the memory of Erec Rex. And I do admit my memory isn’t exactly what it once 
was.” He mused in silence a moment, then looked at Erec. “Can I help you?” 

“Td like the memory of Erec Rex. Tell me about it.” 

“You and everyone else, kid. I still remember the day his mother brought 
him here.” His eyes sharpened, gained focus as if he could see her still. “He was 
real little, three, I think. And he was in trouble, hiding for some reason. He was 
here with another kid, and his mother had just changed their looks. They both 


got a chunk of their memories taken out that day. I talked his mother into giving 
Erec a replacement memory to take its place. It’s usually easier on a kid to have 
some past to remember, I told her. It also doubled the price. And I happened to 
have a memory I had just gotten from a girl about his age. It was a short one, but 
who cared? It was something, right?” 

The Memory Mogul’s eyes danced as he relived old times. “His mom was 
real worried his replacement memory might be a bad one, but I told her it would 
be fine. The girl had looked nice enough. How bad could it have been, right? But 
then he started crying as soon as he got the memory, darn kid. His mom wanted 
me to erase it, but I couldn’t do it for a week—too dangerous—so she had to 
leave it in.” He shrugged. “Aw, don’t worry about the kid. It was no big deal. His 
new memory was so short and hazy, and at that age it would only really come 
out in his dreams. The other kid there that day never got a memory 
replacement,” he recalled. “The mom was too upset.” 

Erec gripped the counter, mind spinning. He couldn’t believe his ears. He 
had known his mother changed his looks, but now this. And what was the 
memory replacement he got? Some memory discarded from a girl? What could it 
be? He squeezed his eyes shut. Something that would only come out in his 
dreams. 

In the next moment he froze. His dreams? He remembered the nightmare he 
always had about his father. It was his only memory he had of his father. But 
what if—Erec felt sick—what if it wasn’t really his own memory? So that wasn’t 
his father, then? It was someone else’s father? 

Erec’s breath became heavy and he felt faint. He looked around the shop, but 
there were no chairs. He wondered if he should be glad that his memory of his 
terrible father wasn’t his. He hated the memory, hated the man. But he had 
grown up with that memory nonetheless. It was all he knew. 

The man tapped the counter, white wispy hair waving. “Can I help you, 
sonny?” 

Erec stared at him. “I’d like to buy the memory of Erec Rex. Do you still 
have it?” 

The man smiled. “Ah, Erec Rex. I still remember the day his mother came in 
the shop—” 

Erec interrupted. “Do you still have it?” 

“Oh, goodness no. I sold it the next day to a young man his age who had 
another memory problem to get rid of. But I wish I kept it, PII tell you. You and 
everybody else that’s been in here want it. I could’ve gotten a good price on that 


one, yes sir. If Pd known how popular it would be, I’d have checked it out 
myself, too. It’s hard to resist trying out some of the memories I get in here, 
especially the more exciting ones. Of course, they can mess with your own 
memory if you’re not careful. Not that I would ever let that happen to me.” 

Erec thanked the man, who settled back into a glassy-eyed stare. He didn’t 
seem to notice when Erec left the shop. 


Before dinner Erec found Bethany in her suite and told her what had happened at 
the Memory Mogul’s shop. She turned pale at the news. “I can’t believe it. How 
creepy. Whose memory do you have?” 

“Who knows? The awful thing is, it’s not mine. Not that I want that memory 
to be true, but my whole life has been based on it.” He kicked the wall in 
frustration. “I don’t understand why my mother never told me this before. I’ve 
been upset for years about that stupid guy deserting me, whoever he was. Every 
time I complained about him she would just say, ‘Your father loves you,’ which I 
thought was a huge lie. Now I don’t know what to think. I guess maybe my 
father did love me. But what happened to him then? Where is he? She said he’s 
still alive.” Erec thought of his dragon eye. “I guess this fits with what Aoquesth 
told me about my father being so great. He’s not the guy I was remembering.” 

Bethany rubbed her chin. “I guess it would have been hard for your mother 
to tell you your memory was fake unless she told you she had a chunk of your 
real memory chopped out. And she did that so you wouldn’t remember who you 
were, I guess. Like she changed your looks to hide you.” 

“That’s supposed to make me feel better?” Erec could feel anger spread from 
his stomach through his whole body. “Just like she made all my old friends 
forget about me—remember that?” He closed his eyes. “I can’t take this 
anymore. Can you even imagine what it’s like to grow up thinking you know 
who you are, then find out you’re someone altogether different?” 

Bethany didn’t have to answer the question. Of course, he thought, she knew 
exactly what that was like. Only she was glad to be a different person than she 
thought. She’d have to be happier now than stuck with Earl Evirly. 

Maybe he should feel relieved. If he could ever get used to it. And yet there 
was one more problem. 

“You know the difference between you and me, Bethany? You know now 
exactly who you are. Your parents were Ruth and Tre Cleary. You have a brother, 
Pi, on the Alypium Sky springball team. Your mother was the king’s AdviSeer, 


and you have a distant relative, Bea Cleary, who was some great prophetess.” He 
pointed both index fingers at his chest. “What do I know about myself? I know 
that my mother and King Piter are hiding my history from me. My memory was 
erased when I was young, and now it’s gone. Pll never get it back. My father and 
my birth mother are alive, and I have no idea who they are. I’m supposed to be 
destined to be the king here, but I don’t know why...” He trailed off, afraid if he 
said more his voice would start to shake. 

They walked into the royal dining hall in the west wing, where Jack and 
Oscar had already sat down to eat. Jack was munching wheat berry salad and 
cloud loaf. Oscar seemed to be waiting for Jam Crinklecut to bring in the stacks 
of cheeseburgers and pizza. 

“Oscar!” Erec was glad to think of something else. He was ready to rescue 
the twins. “Your tutor kidnapped my brother and sister. We need to find him, 
tonight. I thought maybe he captured you too.” 

Oscar reddened slightly. “You’re wrong, Erec. Rosco would never hurt 
anyone. He’s the best teacher in the world. He’s already teaching me how to do 
magic without a remote.” 

Erec felt a twinge of jealousy. “I don’t care what he’s teaching you. He’s a 
criminal. Do you know where he lives?” 

Oscar nodded. “He lives in Aorth, but I know where he’s staying in 
Alypium.” He shook his head in wonderment. “A criminal? No, Erec. But Rosco 
is brilliant. He said you’d come with me to his house one night soon.” 

Erec didn’t think it was so brilliant for Rosco to realize that Erec would be 
tracking down his stolen siblings. “Will you take me there?” 

“Sure.” Oscar shrugged. “But I’ve been with him, and I know he doesn’t 
have the twins.” 

“He has them, Oscar. He must have hidden them from you.” Erec dropped 
his head into his hands. “This has been quite a day.” 


Erec and Oscar walked through the castle grounds. Erec was glad the sun had 
begun to set so that he would not be mobbed again by Alypians who thought he 
was a con artist. He was wearing the magical Sneakers his mother had helped 
him find the first time he was in Alypium, making his steps smooth and silent. 

A swoosh of black swept by the street in front of them. AdviSeer Balthazar 
Ugry was gliding toward them. When he saw Erec, his eyes narrowed. Erec felt 
chilled inside, but he made himself stare back. It felt like he was looking into the 


face of death. Ugry flipped up the hood of his black cape, becoming invisible as 
he sped by. Erec saw he had dropped something, so he reached to pick it up. 

It was an empty candy wrapper. 

Erec stared at the wrapper, then stuffed in his pocket. He didn’t know why, 
but he had the feeling that Ugry wasn’t eating the candy himself. In fact, the 
candy made him think about his brother and sister. 

But there was no time to worry about him now. He knew exactly where 
Danny and Sammy were, and he was going there to free them. 

Rosco Kroc was renting a small house on the Avenue Rue. The door was 
locked, but a window was cracked open. “Stay here, Oscar. If I call for help, pop 
through the window with your remote control out. It’ll help if he’s surprised.” 

Oscar laughed. “Fine, but Rosco’s not doing anything wrong. Don’t forget to 
let me in when you find out for yourself.” 

Erec climbed through the open window. He stepped onto the kitchen counter, 
then slunk onto the floor. There was no noise in the house. Suddenly, he realized 
that Rosco might not even be home. His Sneakers let him walk soundlessly 
through the house. He peered around corners until he spotted Rosco reading 
papers at a desk facing away from him. 

Erec slipped back into the kitchen and found a rope plant hanger. He quietly 
pulled the plant out, lifted it from the ceiling hook, then entered the study behind 
Rosco without a sound. In a flash, Erec dropped the woven rope circle around 
Rosco’s chest and yanked back, hard. 

Rosco’s mouth flew open, and he struggled to his feet, kicking the chair 
behind him against Erec. Erec did not let go. He yanked the rope harder, 
struggling against Rosco’s weight until Rosco tripped to the floor and fell on his 
back, eyes seething with hate. 

Erec put a foot on Rosco’s face, wondering what to do next. He grabbed the 
chair and set it on Rosco’s chest. Maybe he could pin him down and make him 
talk. 

That didn’t work so well. Rosco shook off his surprise and pointed a finger 
at Erec. Erec flew back and smacked the wall hard with his head. Rosco pushed 
the chair off and stood glaring down at Erec. The green scales on his head 
glistened. 

“Here already? You’re a regular bag of tricks, aren’t you?” He pointed at 
Erec, walking closer, seething. Erec felt his chest being crushed inward as if 
Rosco’s anger was filling him, pushing on his lungs. He could barely breathe. 

“Thought you could overpower ole Rosca’, did you? You always thought 


you were something special, huh?” 

Erec’s chest caved in completely. Everything looked gray. He could not 
breathe at all now, let alone call for help. 

Rosco stepped closer, sneering. “I should kill you right now, do the world a 
favor, but...” He squinted, then stepped back. Erec fell to the floor and gasped 
for air, his chest suddenly freed. Rosco kicked him in the side, though not too 
hard. “That’s for even thinking you could overpower me. Just because you 
fought a few destroyers doesn’t mean you’re a big man. Don’t look so surprised. 
I know all about you.” 

Erec’s head throbbed and he fought back the urge to throw up. “Where are 
Danny and Sammy?” he gasped. 

Rosco started to walk away. “Persistent little devil, you are. Well, get up if 
you can and we’ll go ahead and have ourselves a chat. I assume Oscar showed 
you how to get here? Pll call him in.” He left the room. 

Erec struggled to get up. He felt like an idiot coming into Rosco’s house 
with a half-baked plan, thinking he could rescue the twins. He had been sure 
they would be sitting on Rosco’s couch eating candy, and that when he gave the 
signal the three of them would run to safety. 

Erec doubled over when he tried to sit. His stomach and his head ached. 
Only sheer anger gave him the will to stand, fighting off his dizziness and pain. 
He struggled out of the study, bent slightly at the waist. 

Rosco and Oscar sat on the couch in the living room. Rosco gestured to a 
chair. “Glad you could make it. I was just explaining to Oscar that although you 
broke into my house intending to kill me, I will spare your life, out of the 
kindness of my heart.” An angelic smile settled on his face, and he blinked a few 
times with wide eyes. “I am sure this was a big misunderstanding. You will 
pardon my behavior when you attacked me, of course.” 

Erec nodded. “Where are the twins?” His eyes danced furtively down an 
unexplored hallway. 

This was one of the few times Erec had seen Rosco sitting. The man usually 
paced incessantly. Even now his leg bounced up and down as if sitting was a 
struggle. He smiled at Erec. “I think I am beginning to understand why you came 
here, attacked me, and are demanding to know where your brother and sister 
are.” He stared at Erec expectantly as if waiting for him to answer. 

“Tsn’t it obvious?” Erec stepped toward the hallway, but the movement was 
so painful he dropped into the chair. 

“Yes, I’m afraid it is. Something happened to your siblings, I take it, so you 


have gotten paranoid, and who is better to blame than someone who looks 
different, who has scales on his face instead of skin. Green ones, no less.” 

Rosco made him feel a twinge of guilt, even though it wasn’t true. “No, 
that’s not it, Rosco. I saw with King Piter’s Seeing Eyeglasses that you were 
with the twins today when they were eating cloudsicles. And you were with 
them in Cloud Nine Flavors the other night too. I asked the clerk.” 

Rosco raised his eyebrows. “First of all, why don’t you tell me what 
happened to Danny and Sammy? Did they run away?” 

Erec shifted painfully in his chair. “They’re missing. And you kidnapped 
them.” 

“Hmmm. So we’re back to blaming the freak.” Rosco touched a purplish red 
spot on his neck, rubbed by the rope Erec had attacked him with. “Look, if 
there’s one thing I can’t stand, it’s someone hurting kids. If Danny and Sammy 
were kidnapped, I will gladly help you find them. Any friends of Oscar’s are 
friends of mine.” He tapped his hand on the sofa cushion. An ice pack appeared 
and he put it on his neck. “Even if Oscar wasn’t your friend, I’d still want to get 
my hands on any slimeball that steals kids.” 

“But I saw you with them yesterday,” Erec said. 

Rosco pursed his lips. “I did see them yesterday, come to think of it. I went 
into a snow cone shop and they had just gotten cloudsicles. I wish I had known 
they were missing, I could have done something. But they seemed fine at the 
time. Not like they were upset, from what I can remember.” 

“But what about the other day in Cloud Nine Flavors?” 

Rosco tilted his head in thought. “I went there at night after it was closed for 
a snack. I’m friends with the owner, and he lets me in when I want. I didn’t see 
them there, though. Maybe they had already left.” 

Oscar pulled out his remote. “We’ll track them down, right, Rosco? Then 
we’ ll make whoever took them eat dirt.” 

Rosco grinned and mussed Oscar’s hair. “That’s what I like about you, 
young ’un. You’ve got spunk. You want to be the best, so you will be. Trust me, 
you will.” Oscar and Rosco gazed at each other with unmasked affection, until 
Erec cleared his throat. 

Rosco said, “I’m not going to rest until I find this joker, I promise you. It’s 
going to take a lot of hard work and spunk.” He tapped Oscar on the head, then 
looked at Erec. “But in the meantime, I’m keeping my eye on you, too. You 
can’t be safe enough around here with everyone so worried about who will be 
the next king. And I’m sure you’re going to keep poking your nose into the 


search for your brother and sister. I would too,” he added, as Erec’s back 
stiffened. “It’s just, you may want to learn a little more magic first. Nothing 
against Peebles. He’s a good man. But he moves a lot slower than me. If you’d 
like, I could teach you a few basics in your spare time.” 

Erec’s jaw clenched. He wanted to believe Rosco. It would be so nice to 
finally learn some magic. But he needed to be sure. Erec pulled the spectacles 
that King Piter gave him from his pocket and put them on. He discovered Danny 
and Sammy asleep in double beds in a small room. They looked comfortable and 
snug, while here Erec was, beat up, searching for them. He wanted to wake them 
up and demand where they were, but that would be a mistake. If someone was 
listening, they would know Erec had the glasses, and they would make certain he 
couldn’t use them anymore. 

But who would be listening while they were asleep? Erec called softly, 
“Danny...Sammy.” There was no answer. They slept without twitching a muscle. 

Oscar looked around, surprised. “What was that?” 

Rosco shook his head. “Nothing, Oscar. Just Erec checking for the twins.” 

Erec took the glasses off and flinched at his sore back. 

“Sorry, is this better?” Rosco pointed at him, and in a moment the soreness 
faded away. 

“Thanks.” It seemed Rosco was right. The twins weren’t here. And Rosco 
had offered to teach him some magic. Erec thought about that. To finally learn 
some magic! He was tired of being the only one in Alypium who couldn’t point 
a remote control at something and pick it up. “I would like to learn from you.” 
The other voice in his head suddenly came back, and he frowned. “Don’t you 
have any idea who might have the twins?” 

Rosco sighed. “No idea. Except...” The skin around his scales turned pale. 

“What is it?” 

Rosco’s eyes grew wide. “I just remembered who I also saw at the snow 
cone shop yesterday. Didn’t think much of it at the time. Seemed like he was 
taking the twins out for a treat.” 

Erec leaned forward. “Who was it? Tell me.” 

“Tt’s somebody we call the Hermit.” 


CHAPTER ELEVEN 


Erec’s Song 


Beruany was racing back and forth in the breakfast room when Erec arrived 
Saturday morning. He heaped a plate full of ambrosia and slid a pancake 
alongside, then sat down. 

“Aren’t you eating?” 

“T can’t.” Bethany chewed her lip. “My brother Pi sent a snail letter. He’s 
coming to Alypium tomorrow afternoon.” She stopped pacing, her face filled 
with worry. “What if he doesn’t like me?” 

“How could he not like you? If you were Damon Stain, you might worry, but 
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“No, really.” Bethany collapsed in a chair. “I’m a math dweeb. I’m not sure 
what he’ll think about that.” 

“Even if he hates math, he’ll still think you’re great.” 

Bethany fidgeted, bending and unbending her fingers. “You like me, but that 
doesn’t mean Pi will.” She laid her hand flat on the table and took a breath. 
“Sorry. I’m just a little nervous. What happened with Rosco last night?” 

“He doesn’t have the twins. He’s going to help me find them though, which 
is a lot more than King Piter is doing,” he added. 

Bethany winced at the accusation. 

“Sorry.” Erec reminded himself that she thought of him like a father. He 
wished he knew his father. If his father was brave enough to rescue a dragon and 
save its eye for Erec, then he would definitely find the missing twins. 

“You’re right. King Piter should have been able to do something.” Bethany’s 
attention was drawn to Erec’s swollen fingertips, which were now dark purple 
with black fissures. They looked worse than yesterday. “Would you come with 
me to meet Pi tomorrow? I’d really appreciate it. I don’t know if I can handle it 
myself.” 

“Sure. I better go to the royal hospital now and get something to help with 


these.” He held his hands up. 

“Those dragons sure did a number on you,” Bethany said, rising to her feet. 
“Want some company? We can take Cutie Pie and Wolfboy for a walk after.” 

Dr. Mumbai was in the royal hospital. She jumped when she saw Erec’s 
hands. The ends of his fingers looked like purple fans, or some kind of 
poisonous mushrooms. “Look at you. What happened? Have you been springing 
mousetraps? Here, you sit down.” 

She started mixing a solution that fizzed and foamed. As Erec waited, he 
told her about the dragon hatchlings. “Now I understand,” she said. She dipped 
his fingers into the warm liquid that smelled like perfume. In a few moments, the 
stinging eased. “If it gets worse, come back and Pll give you some pills, but they 
might make you sleepy.” 

Erec liked this world, where doctors could fix things so quickly. He thanked 
her and joined Bethany outside with Wolfboy and her fluffy pink kitten Cutie 
Pie. The cat jumped on Wolfboy’s back, making him run wildly in excitement. 
Cutie Pie hung on, enjoying the ride. 

A raucous shriek from behind them made Erec jump. “Erec Rex...Erec 
Rex...Erec Rex.” Erida, the Harpy, flapped toward them, a rolled parchment in 
her claws. Her black lips scowled at Erec. She squawked, “Against our better 
judgment, the Committee for Committee Oversight is forced to give you this 
invitation to the second quest. It seems you have some sort of ill-gotten deal 
worked out with Al’s Well. Once we figure out why the well will only accept 
you, we’ll correct the matter immediately. Most irregular, I am sure.” 

Erec took the parchment. “You want to kick me out just because you think 
Balor opened more eggs than I did? Would you kick him out if I was winning?” 

Her black eyes burned into his. “We have been kind enough to include you 
at all, despite the general disapproval of you, and of what you have done here in 
Alypium and despite the doubts of your integrity. Most people want you banned 
from the Kingdoms of the Keepers altogether.” 

Erec shrank away. Her words hurt. Why did the people he wanted to save 
hate him? Couldn’t they see the truth? Seeing Bethany standing right by him, he 
silently recited his mantra, Don’t care what they think...don’t care what these 
kinds of people think. She was right: He was too sensitive. “I guess you would 
ban me if you could figure out another way to get the quests from Al’s Well. You 
just want to move things along so Balor, Damon, and Rock can be kings sooner.” 

She glared at him silently while he unrolled the parchment. “The Committee 
for Committee Oversight formally invites Erec Rex to the Labor Society 


tomorrow at ten a.m. to accept his second quest.” 

At the bottom was engraved an angry-looking face next to the words, “Our 
Mission: PEPS, Put-out, Exasperated, Pissed-off Service.” 

Erec couldn’t help smiling. “Interesting new mission.” 

The bird woman flared her wings, clawing the air with her talons. “You can 
congratulate yourself for that one, Erec Rex.” She flew away, shaking her head 
and muttering rude comments under her breath. 


They walked Wolfboy, Cutie Pie riding on his back or Bethany’s shoulder, into 
the agora to get cloud cream sundaes. Erec looked around, hoping to see a sign 
of Danny and Sammy. The clerk handed them the sundaes with a scowl. “You’re 
the kid who’s trying to mess with the new kings.” 

Erec ignored him. So what if he met one more person who wasn’t a fan? 
They went outside and found a quiet spot in a patch of trees. 

“I’m so glad Rosco is going to help me find the twins,” Erec said. “I don’t 
know how I'd do it on my own.” He pulled out King Piter’s glasses. “That 
reminds me. I better check on them.” 

Bethany nodded. “You should talk to your mom, too. Let her know what’s 
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up. 

Erec wasn’t crazy about that idea. “I guess. Of course she doesn’t tell me 
anything. Why should I tell her?” Dark feelings flooded through him about 
losing his only memory of a father, even if it was a bad one. It was her fault, just 
like all the other secrets. Why wouldn’t she trust him with the truth? 

Erec focused on the twins and put on the Seeing Eyeglasses. Suddenly, it 
seemed like he was gliding down a street in Alypium. The feeling was 
disorienting, that he was moving when he really was sitting still, and he wobbled 
a bit in his chair. The twins were nowhere in sight, but he heard Sammy’s voice 
as plain as day. “Get off! You ate your whole bag of candy. Leave mine alone.” 

Danny laughed. “You don’t need it, sis. Have you looked at yourself lately? 
One more candy bar and you’ll rip through your clothes like the Incredible 
Hulk.” 

“Oh, yeah? Well, you look like you could be a springball ball without 
needing any padding.” 

“C’mon, gimme that bag. You know, there’s always more candy in President 
Inkle’s office.” Erec saw where the twins were headed. The door to the Green 
House swung open, and Erec followed their voices inside and down a hall. 


A disturbing, loud, oddly familiar voice said, “Well, look who’s here. It’s 
Erec Rex. Fancy meeting you here.” 

Erec looked wildly around, but the few people he saw in the Green House 
hallway were rushing around with briefcases, not noticing him at all. 

“What, are you blind now, bright boy?” The voice sounded just like Balor 
Stain’s. But what was he doing in the Green House? And how could he see Erec 
if he was only looking through the glasses? Unless... 

He slipped the glasses off, and there was Balor Stain smirking at him. “More 
fancy glasses, huh, bright boy? You think you’re such a big shot because you got 
that amulet, don’t you? Well, let’s take a look at it.” Balor tried to yank the 
Amulet of Virtues off Erec’s neck, but like his mother’s Seeing Eyeglasses, it 
would not come off. Balor’s smirk vanished, replaced by a look of pure hate. 
“You’re not getting away with any more of your tricks, kid. We won that last 
quest fair and square, and it’s recorded by the people that count.” He got right in 
Erec’s face. “I want to know how you worked it so only you can draw the quests 
from Al’s Well. Did you bribe someone?” 

Erec grinned. “I don’t have to bribe anyone. I guess the well knows who is 
really supposed to be the next king.” 

Balor squinted at him meanly. “I guess if you weren’t around, Al’s Well 
wouldn’t be so picky then. Meanwhile, when you’re drawing the next quest, 
make sure you tell the well not to let the timing interfere with the Monster 
Bash.” 

“The what?” 

Balor’s cheek pulled into a half smile. “Typical bright boy. Knows a lot 
about one thing, clueless about everything else.” 

Damon appeared behind Balor. “The Monster Bash? Now? Can I go? Can I 
go bash the ugly Hydras?” Damon straightened his floppy gray stocking hat, and 
sang, “Damon had a Monster Bash, Monster Bash, little lamb. Brother is a—” 
He stopped when he saw Balor sneer. 

Balor pulled out his remote control and pointed it at Erec. The king’s Seeing 
Eyeglasses jumped out of Erec’s hands and into his. “That was much easier than 
last time. Thanks.” Balor put them on his face and frowned. “What’s this? This 
isn’t funny.” He pulled the glasses off. “Good one, bright boy. It’s all black. 
Well, they’re mine now. Pll figure out how they work.” 

As Balor turned away, Erec shot toward him. Balor ducked behind Damon 
and said, “Bye, bye, bright boy.” With a flick of his remote control, Balor 
vanished along with his brother. 


Erec kicked the dirt in frustration. “I can’t believe it. How am I going to track 
down the twins now?” He paced back and forth, trying to think of a plan. “I 
guess I’ll search where they’ve been, ask around there.” It sounded hopeless. 
Who in Alypium would help him if he asked? They all thought he was a 
criminal. 

Bethany’s jaw dropped. “Oh, no. Now Balor can use King Piter’s glasses to 
spy on people.” 

A sour laugh popped out of Erec. “I don’t think so. The glasses only show 
you the person you miss the most. I think that’s why Balor saw black. He doesn’t 
care about anybody else enough to miss them.” 

“Hey!” Bethany pointed. “Is that a snail?” 

Erec knelt down to the dirt. Sure enough, what looked like a pink and purple 
rock grew before his eyes until it became a large snail with his name on it. He 
pulled two pieces of paper out and put the shell in his pocket. 


My dear Erec, 

How are you doing there? Alypium must be a terrible place if they don’t 
appreciate what you’ve done for them. How can they be so blind? I don’t 
understand. You are a hero here. 

It feels like we are getting to know each other much better. I’ll try 
and answer your questions. I am fourteen years old and have a sister 
who is nine. I love to read and play soccer, and I’m a cheerleader for 
our high school springball team. I don’t actually have your picture, but 
everyone here has seen it. You are on all the banners for the parades and 
parties in your honor, and you’ve been in the newspapers too. 

There is one question I am afraid to answer: where I am from. I live 
in Otherness. My people have been misunderstood, Erec. We’ve been 
kicked out of one place then the next, shipped here and there, and finally 
made to settle out here in the wilds. We built Lerna out here. It’s a 
beautiful city, and I am happy to live here, but I wish we had the freedom 
to live wherever we want. You seem like such an understanding person, I 
hope you are not prejudiced. I’m afraid to find out. 

Now you have to tell me the things you like to do. I love that you said 
we might meet some day. It cheers me up, but then reality sinks in. I 
think about it a lot. I even wrote a song about it. I hope you don’t think 


it’s too stupid. 
Love always, 
Tina 


Erec’s heart pounded when he handed the letter to Bethany. Maybe Tina 
wasn’t a joke. Maybe there was a real fourteen-year-old girl somewhere in love 
with him. He read the next page. 


EREC’S SONG, BY TINA 

SOMEWHERE IN OTHERNESS A GIRL WEAVES A SONG 

THE NOTES ARE SO SWEET BUT THE SOUNDS ARE ALL WRONG 
HER FINGERS ARE FLYING BUT THE MELODY SLIPS AWAY 

SHE GIVES IT HER ALL, BUT THE TUNE IT WON’T PLAY 

WE’ VE NEVER MET, GUESS WE NEVER WILL 

WE’RE WORLDS APART, BUT THEN AGAIN, STILL 

WHAT GOOD IS MY MUSIC, JUST WHAT IS IT WORTH 

IF IT CAN’T CHANGE A THING IN THIS CRAZY EARTH 


THE CHORDS ARE THRILLING, A DREAM TO ME 
MY HEART IS SPILLING, OH LET ME BE 

PM AFRAID IT WILL ALWAYS BE 

AN UNFINISHED SONG 


YOU ARE MY HERO IN THE CLOTHES OF A FOOL 

WE LOVE YOU HERE, BUT ALYPIUM’S CRUEL 

MY HEART IT STOPPED WHEN I LEARNED THE NEWS 

AND AFTER THAT, THE JAZZ TURNED TO BLUES 

THE WORDS “YOUR KIND” AND “MY KIND” ARE SO UNKIND 
IF WE MET WOULD OUR SONG UNWIND? 

EVEN THOUGH TO ME YOU’RE A STAR 

MAYBE OUR NOTES ARE NOT ON THE SAME BAR 


THE CHORDS ARE THRILLING, A DREAM TO ME 
BUT IT IS CHILLING—WE CANNOT BE 

PM AFRAID IT WILL ALWAYS BE 

OUR UNFINISHED SONG 


Bethany pried the paper from his hands. Erec’s face was hot. She gasped as 
she read the song lyrics, hand on her mouth. “This girl is head over heels. Did 
you see this? ‘My heart is spilling...” Oh, Erec. The poor thing.” 

“T better stop writing her,” he said, embarrassed. “I’m getting her hopes up, 


and she’ll never even meet me. It’s making her sad.” 

“No, you don’t understand. If you stopped writing her now, after she bared 
her soul to you with that song, she’ll just die. Be her pen pal, okay? That’s all 
she wants. This will fade away on its own.” 


The next morning before ten o’clock, Erec and Bethany walked to the Labor 
Society so he could draw his second quest. Jack and Oscar met them on the way, 
this time without Rosco. The streets were full of people hissing and booing him. 
Jack, Oscar, and Bethany tried to surround him and keep the crowd away. Erec 
wished Rosco was there to ward people off with his remote control, but Rosco 
probably didn’t want to be seen with him. 

Clamors filled the streets. “Balor! Balor! Balor!” 

Erec wondered why he was bothering at all. These people didn’t want his 
help. And he’d probably be better off at home, out of harm’s way. A swell of 
anger rose in him. This wasn’t right. He looked down at the Amulet of Virtues 
clanking around his neck. The small red segment glowed faintly with the symbol 
that Patchouli had said represented self-sacrifice. Well, if he had put himself out 
for the baby dragons, that felt like nothing compared to this abuse. Troubling 
himself for these people reached a whole new level in self-sacrifice. He smiled 
faintly, wondering if the waters of Al’s Well somehow knew he would be 
proving this virtue again. Well, like it or not, he was not going to let these people 
be taken over and destroyed by the Stain brothers and Baskania. 

Jack and Oscar nudged people out of the way to let Erec cross the lawn of 
the Labor Society. The angry mobs shouted “Cheater!” and “You lost! Quit 
now!” A woman cried, “I heard he escaped from King Pluto’s dungeons. He’s a 
hardened criminal.” A man nearby shouted, “He’s a phony. He made himself that 
necklace thing to fake people into letting him stay in the quests.” Somebody 
threw a rotten apple at his chest. It slid off, leaving a mark over his heart. 

Erec tried to keep his face blank. Why did it hurt so much? Why did he care 
what they thought? What mattered were the people who knew him. He couldn’t 
please everybody. If only he could make himself believe that. 

They finally reached the side door of the Labor Society. The small wooden 
door did not seem to fit with the rest of the building, which shined silver with 
beautiful turrets and flags. A sign on the door said “Back at ten o’clock.” Erec’s 
watch showed one minute until ten. It had taken him longer than he thought to 
get through the crowds. 


Balor and Damon Stain, Rock Rayson, and Ward Gamin stood before the 
closed door, grins on their faces. Balor wagged his eyebrows at Erec. “The 
crowd loves ya, kid. You think they’re ever going to let you be king here?” He 
laughed. “I think when we’re done using you to get these stupid quests out of the 
well, you’ll end up in somebody’s dungeon.” 

Erec wished he knew how to work his remote control. He was sure he could 
think of a good way to use it now. “You got my glasses, Balor?” 

“No way. Like I’d carry them around so you could try and get them back.” 

A clicking noise came from the door. Erec turned the knob and opened it. 
They all went into the Quest Control Center, which was supposed to look like an 
old antique shop. Erec wondered if the Committee for Suppressing Change ever 
thought about why they did things. The doors slammed shut. Janus, the little man 
with the huge wild hair and beard, leapt from behind the counter and jumped up 
and down in unadulterated joy. Dust flew off him as he ran up to Erec and 
Bethany, threw his bony arms around them, and then shook everybody else’s 
hands up and down. 

“Welcome back!” Tears glowed in his eyes, and his hands covered the part 
of his face that showed through his long, scraggly gray beard and hair. He looked 
like he had been stranded for fifty years on a desert island. Janus gazed at 
Bethany, hands over his heart. “You were right. You all came back so soon. I am 
so glad.” He began weeping into his arm. 

Damon scratched the bone on his head through his hat. “Duh...should I sock 
im one, Balor?” 

“No, you idiot.” Balor leaned toward Janus and pulled out his remote. “You 
see here. I won the last contest. I want to be able to get into Al’s Well myself. 
How do I do it?” 

Janus chuckled. “Ah, drama. Excitement. I love all the little ins and outs of 
being with people. I’d forgotten how emotional they get.” 

Balor got angrier, eyes flashing. “You’ve forgotten what they can do to you 
too, if you don’t cooperate.” 

Janus giggled. “So cute. So funny.” Then he became serious. “I guess you 
should know that Al’s Well’s choices of who to accept are not up to me at all. 
Oh, no. Al gets that information straight from the Fates through the well. So any 
complaints need to go right to the top.” 

Balor paused, finger over his lips. Erec could tell he was scheming about 
how to get his way. 

Janus straightened himself proudly. “Only those may come in here who 


know those asked to participate in this quest. And only those may go in there”— 
he pointed to the door at the back—‘“who may draw the second quest from the 
well. Erec Rex?” 

Erec stepped forward. “Yes?” 

“Come sign your name here.” Janus sniffed and whispered, “Would you kids 
stay here a while after he goes? I can’t bear the thought of this ending so soon.” 

Erec signed his name on a pad of paper and watched as the letters grew thick 
and black, and then broke open, letting rays of light gleam through. They shone 
on his face and lit the shop. Soon, the molding around the back door glowed 
with the same light. 

When Erec opened the door, the shimmering bubble again filled the door 
frame. “See you later.” He waved. 

In a last attempt to have his way, Balor charged at the bubble. He smashed 
into it headfirst and bounced back, rubbing his bleeding nose. “Damon, Rock, 
see if you guys can do it.” 

Erec patiently waited as Damon and Rock ran into the bubble, then walked 
away rubbing their shoulders and necks. He waved to them and passed easily 
through it. 

The huge glass and steel lobby again took him by surprise. It looked so 
different from the warm, dusty shop. He asked the man at the desk by the 
elevators where he should go. 

The man picked up his phone. “Kid’s here again. All right. Pl tell him.” He 
put the phone down. “Elevator C to the sixth floor, room 612.” 

In room 612, the same woman sat at her desk. She smiled, but her eyes were 
hard as she handed him a stack of forms. “You need to sign these.” 

Erec flipped through the stack of papers. Most had lettering so small he 
could barely read it. When he reached the last sheet, his eyes settled on some 
boldfaced type that read, “...and I understand that I will not, under any 
circumstances, be given a scepter or be allowed to rule as king in any of the 
Kingdoms of the Keepers, no matter what the outcome of the quests...” 

His palms pressed into the papers. This was it. Everybody was against him. 
Well, he was not going to sign anything like this. No way. He handed the papers 
back to the woman. 

“That was quick,” she said. “Did you sign them all?” 

“No, I didn’t sign any of them. I read enough of what they said, and I won’t 
do it. I’m the rightful ruler. If I do the quests, it’s so I can be the king.” He 
crossed his arms, not willing to give in. 


The woman seemed unsure what to say. She mouthed something, waved the 
papers at him, and then got up. “So, you’re saying you won’t participate at all if 
you have to sign these?” A smile broke out on her face. “This may be just what 
we were waiting for. I’ll be back.” 

Erec did not care what they were waiting for. This was the limit. He sat for 
an hour until the woman came back into the room, a scowl on her face. “Well, 
you lucked out this time, you scoundrel. I’ve heard from enough people about 
you, and now I’ve seen it for myself. A real rule breaker, all right. It looks like 
the Fates aren’t as clued in as the rest of us, though. Al’s report is that they still 
didn’t change their mind.” 

Yeah, right, Erec thought. The Fates were clueless, and the street mobs knew 
what was going on. He shook his head. The woman made Erec wait while she 
counted her fingers and the cracks on the wooden desk before shoving a gold 
pass toward him. 

Erec remembered how to get to where the janitor waited in the basement. It 
figures, he thought. The person with the lowliest job would be the one to take 
him to Al’s Well. The more he thought about that, the better he felt, though. The 
janitor probably had the most integrity of anyone who worked in the Labor 
Society. 

Erec and the janitor walked through the grassy field, and Erec climbed the 
hill to Al’s Well, avoiding the small gravestone. Al stood atop the hill in his 
overalls, hands on his hips, plunger hanging from his stuffed tool belt. 

“Ehhh, good ta see ya again. Glad you survived that first one. I heard you 
almost got attacked there.” 

“How did you hear that?” 

“Aww,” he said, and blushed. “I’m not supposed to say anything. The girls 
like to gossip, and I overhear sometimes.” 

“The girls?” Erec was confused. Only his close friends knew what had 
happened in Nemea. 

“Yeah, the Fates. You know.” Al shrugged. “Anyway, I’m glad you’re back. 
They were pretty impressed too.” 

Erec’s spine straightened. Impressed? Did he hear right? This was practically 
the first compliment he’d gotten since he came to Alypium. “Did you say the 
Fates were happy with me?” 

“Oh, yeah. They love ya, kid. Real fans, I think.” 

A smile crept onto Erec’s face. Somebody out there appreciated him. Maybe 
things weren’t so bad. “Do the Fates decide who gets to be king?” he asked 


hopefully. 

“Oh, no. You decide that, I guess. The Fates just hang out in the waters and 
get to know about everything. They have a ball gossiping, drinking cosmos 
ripples, lounging in the pools.” 

“Don’t they decide who lives and dies?” 

“Who, them? They wouldn’t have the heart to kill a fly. They do a few 
things, not too much...don’t even cut the threads anymore—you know, the 
threads of everyone’s lives. Got a tigress to do it. Usually gets it right, she does.” 

Erec handed Al the gold slip, and he nodded. “Your wish is my commode, as 
the girls like to say.” He unlocked the door to the enclosure. Erec immediately 
recoiled from the stink. Al sniffed in a deep breath. “Ahh. The scent of life. 
Stinks, don’t it?” 

Erec agreed, but was not inclined to enjoy a huge whiff. Workers buzzed 
around along with the many flies. Al pulled the cord of the shower curtain, and 
the servants all dropped to their knees and bowed before the gleaming, oversized 
white toilet in the center of a grassy ring. 

Al grinned. “You know what to do, bud.” 

Erec nodded. Even though he knew it was clean, it still creeped him out to 
reach into what looked like a latrine with green steam blowing off the top. He 
rubbed his hands together. It occurred to him for the first time since he was 
invited to draw the quest that he had no idea what he would have to do. He 
hoped it wasn’t life-threatening. 

Well, no use putting it off. He kneeled and stuck his arm deep into the toilet. 
Cold mist swirled around it. When the liquid that felt both hot and cold washed 
over his hand he jumped. Where was it? It was in here somewhere. 

A thick, warm paper slid into his fingers. Even though part of him wanted to 
leave it there and not deal with what it said, he pulled the slip from the well. The 
paper dripped green water onto the grass, but the printing was clear. “You must 
stop the monsters in Lerna.” 


CHAPTER TWELVE 


Another Premonition 


Erec GAVE THE paper to Janus to post on the front lawn. It was dated Friday, 
September 10, at one o’clock. 

Bethany’s eyebrows went up. “Lerna? That’s where your secret admirer 
lives. I guess we’ll get to meet her now.” 

“We?” Erec had not thought about who was coming with him on this quest. 
He did tell Oscar it would be his turn. Maybe it would be fair for Bethany to wait 
this one out. Plus, if Tina really liked him, she might get the wrong idea if she 
saw him and Bethany together. 

As if she read his mind, Bethany’s face went pale. “Or maybe not. I don’t 
want to cramp your style.” 

Balor and Damon waited outside the Quest Control Center, peering over 
Janus’s shoulder as he posted the second quest. “What?” Balor shouted. “It’s the 
date of the Monster Bash! The quest is to bash the monsters, Damon. And we get 
to lead the festivities!” 

“Whoo-ee!” Damon danced around and broke out in his usual tune, “I’m 
gonna lead the Monster Bash, Monster Bash, little lamb. Brother is a little lamb 
whose fleece is white as snow.” He looked around, gloating, and then seemed 
confused about what he had been singing. 

“This is perfect.” Balor rubbed his hands together. “Dad’s going to love it.” 

“So will the Shadow Prince,” Ward Gamin added. “He’s the one that planned 
the Monster Bash. It’s his baby. This couldn’t have worked out better for him.” 

Rock Rayson giggled. “And after we visit the Fates it will work out even 
better for us.” 

Erec felt his fists clench. The Fates were the only people other than his 
friends who were on his side. It figured Balor was planning on strong-arming 
them to get his way. Erec swung toward Balor. “You leave the Fates alone.” 

Bethany looked at him, surprised. 


Balor chuckled, hands up in mock surrender. “My oh my. Sensitive, aren’t 
we? Worried that you might not be the only one who gets unfair treatment?” 

Rage poured through Erec, and he took a threatening step toward Balor. Erec 
knew enough about unfair treatment, all right. “You’re going to leave the Fates 
alone and butt out, Balor. Do things the right way for once. And give me my 
glasses back. They won’t do you any good.” 

“Listen to this, boys,” Balor smirked. “Poor little Erec wants his glasses 
back. Maybe he should ask his girlfriend Bethany to beat us up for him.” 

“Leave her out of this.” Erec lunged at Balor, but he vanished. Instead, 
Damon stepped forward, swinging. Erec dodged his punch, but Damon came at 
him again. 

“C’mon, Erec,” Bethany said. “These idiots aren’t worth it. Let’s go.” 

Not listening to her, he pushed Damon away, but Damon shoved back 
harder, and Erec stumbled. He knew he should walk away, but he was past his 
limit. Dodging another blow, Erec grabbed Damon’s hat and felt the large 
tubular bone inside it. He grabbed it and forced it toward the ground. Damon’s 
head went down with it. Erec let go only when he was lying on the grass. “You 
get me those glasses back, hear?” 

Damon’s eyes flashed at Erec. He sprang from the ground and knocked Erec 
over. Together they rolled on the dirt. Erec could overpower most kids if he had 
to, but Damon was stronger than him. He held Erec’s arm on the ground and 
punched him in the nose. Erec tasted blood. Trying to get him back, he kneed 
Damon in the stomach, but Damon didn’t wince. He hit Erec in the nose again, 
harder. 

Furiously, Erec grabbed the rocklike bone in Damon’s hat, his Achilles’ heel. 
Damon’s head jerked to the side. Erec yanked it again, and Damon screamed. 
Oscar and Bethany stared as Erec got up and walked away, leaving Damon 
moaning and cursing on the ground. 

Bethany rushed over to him. “You look terrible. Let’s get you to the royal 
hospital and get that nose fixed.” She put her hand on her head. “Oh, no, I’m 
sorry. Pi is supposed to meet me in Paisley Park soon. I have to wait for him.” 

“Pll wait with you, like I said. I feel fine. PII take care of it after.” Erec 
wiped his face off and tried not to look at the smeared blood on his hand. 

“Don’t go to the royal hospital,” Oscar said. “Rosco will fix it better than the 
doctor. I’m pretty sure he’s home.” 

“And I’m supposed to walk through Alypium looking like this?” Erec 
laughed bitterly. “That’s all people need is to see me bleeding from my nose. 


They’ ll all be convinced how right they are about me.” 

“Who cares what they think?” Bethany said. “Let it go, Erec.” They walked 
toward Paisley Park, Erec keeping his face down so nobody would notice him. 

“Hey, Oscar,” he said, “what’s the Monster Bash?” 

“Tt’s really cool. A lot of people from Alypium are going into Otherness in a 
few days to show the monsters what’s what. We’re not letting them scare us 
anymore.” 

“What kind of monsters? What have they been doing?” 

“All kinds of nasty beasts. Hydras, ogres, Cyclopes—they’re awful 
creatures. President Inkle says that their very existence threatens our way of life 
here. They’ll tear us to shreds given half a chance. So the Monster Bash is our 
way of striking back until we can find a way to get rid of them completely.” 

Bethany crossed her arms, not liking the idea. “Why don’t people just leave 
them alone? They’re out in Otherness, not here bothering us.” 

Oscar explained patiently, “Oh, they used to be here, and they’re trying to 
get back to kill us all. They hate us, think they’re better than us. Those monsters 
are polluting our world just by being here, lowering us, because they’re so 
nasty.” 

“Wow.” Erec was glad the monsters were in Otherness now, not here. But 
then he remembered that it would be his task to stop them. He wondered what 
“stopping them” meant. Killing them? He hoped not. Maybe just stopping them 
from doing something. He wished the quest instructions had been more specific. 

Just like that, everything around Erec turned bright green. Big chunky white 
webs hung in the air: the Substance, which carried all the magic in the world. He 
stopped in his tracks. Was he having a cloudy thought? Or was it another 
premonition? 


A crowd of people stood around him in the green light. Erec could feel a 
deep anger swelling within him, growing out of control, unstoppable. He ducked 
down and grabbed the feet of a young blond-haired man. Then he stood and 
swung the horrified man around him in a circle by his ankles, knocking over 
everyone around him. Hatred and rage filled him so powerfully, he could barely 
think. 

The people watching him in the green light were horrified. He knew they 
thought he was out of control, a monster. Worse than that, he agreed with them. 
He had turned into something else, something awful. 


Finally the green light faded away. Erec was left pale and shaky. Stumbling 
off the sidewalk, he threw up under a bush. Bethany and Oscar watched him, 
jaws agape. 

“Are you okay?” Bethany said hesitantly. “You want to sit down?” 

“Wow,” Oscar said. “You turned green, dude, like all green. Your skin was 
green, like a lizard or something. And your dragon eye came out and it was 
glowing—” 

Bethany cut him off. “Leave him alone, Oscar. I don’t think it’s so cool to 
Erec.” They both waited expectantly for Erec to tell them what had happened. 

Erec didn’t know what to say. How could he admit what he saw? Because he 
knew it was going to happen sooner or later. Ever since he got the dragon eye, 
each time he had a cloudy thought he had a premonition of it first. First when he 
jumped on Danny, then watching Patchouli zoom in to kill him, and now this. 
What on earth was he doing here? There was no questioning the shock in the 
eyes of the people around him, the people he was hurting. He hated to think of 
the expression of the poor blond guy he was swinging into everyone else. 

And that deep, ferocious anger that overtook him. That also had never 
happened before in a cloudy thought. Nor had the feeling that he was becoming 
something else altogether, something monstrous. 

Erec merely shook his head at Bethany and Oscar and walked on toward 
Paisley Park. His friends followed him in silence. 

As they passed a bush, Erec was startled. Danny and Sammy’s voices rang 
out clearly from behind it. Danny said, “What ya staring at, sis? Never seen a 
world-class athlete before?” Sammy giggled. Erec ran to the bush and then 
backed away, amazed at the odd sight before him. A llama with the head of a 
bald man faced away from him. Could this be one of the monsters that had snuck 
back into Alypium to destroy them? Where were Danny and Sammy? As he 
stared, the head turned around. It belonged to none other than the Hermit. Erec 
blinked, then realized the llama was standing behind the Hermit, and only the 
Hermit’s head was visible over the bush. He was feeding something to the llama. 

But where were the twins? 

Erec lunged forward to grab the Hermit but only succeeded in grabbing the 
bush and stabbing the purplish skin on his fingers. He cried out in pain. 

The Hermit nodded at Erec’s fingers. “I see you’ve come far.” 

Erec could not tell if the Hermit was being sarcastic. “Where are the twins?” 


The Hermit cackled with glee. “Only some of us can see. Only few of us can 
know. And on that note, it is time for me to go.” He snapped his fingers and was 
gone, as were the voices of the twins. 

Erec ran around the bush. The tall llama was munching grass, and it looked 
up at Erec with bland eyes. Then it spit its cud onto his shirt, making a stain near 
the one from the rotten apple. Even the llama didn’t like him. 


“Tm nervous about meeting Pi,” Bethany said as they sat on a bench in Paisley 
Park. The sun glinted red off her dark, wavy hair. She cringed as a bad memory 
came to her. “What is the deal with that bone coming out of Damon’s head? I’ve 
never seen anything like it. Maybe Pi knows.” As she mentioned her brother’s 
name, her brow knitted. She pulled out a notebook and began scribbling illegible 
letters and numbers all over the page, glancing occasionally up the path. 

Erec leaned over her work. “Whatcha doing?” His nose ached worse then 
ever. After she met Pi, he would find a Port-O-Door and go see if Rosco could 
fix it. 

Bethany shrugged. “I’m trying to distract myself. This is like doing 
crosswords for me, takes my mind off things. It’s really fun. I’m proving that set 
theory is wrong.” She jabbed the different numbers with her pencil. “I’ve shown 
that one equals infinity, so ordinal numbers are not real, which totally messes up 
set theory as we understand it. It’s pretty exciting because...” 

Bethany’s voice faded away as a gangly young man with flaming red hair 
walked up the path. He looked as nervous as she did. Finally he raised a hand in 
a wave. 

Bethany shot off the bench and threw her arms around him. Her head only 
came up to his chest. She broke away and looked into his face. “Pi...” 

“Hiya, Bethany.” A goofy grin broke across Pi’s face as they sat on the 
bench. He squeezed his knobby, freckled knees together, then looked at Erec 
with his dark brown eyes. “What happened to your nose? You okay?” 

“Yeah,” Erec said. “Just got in a fight.” 

Pi eyed Bethany up and down. “You look like Mom.” His voice caught, and 
he glanced at his white knuckles. 

Erec thought Pi and Bethany could not look more different, except for their 
dark brown eyes. 

“You remember Mom and Dad?” Bethany’s hand shot to where Erec knew 
an invisible locket hung around her neck, holding her parents’ pictures. 


Pi nodded. “You have one too?” He pointed at Bethany’s hand, and she 
dropped it, surprised. Pi fumbled with something unseen around his neck that 
opened to reveal the same pictures that were in her locket. 

Bethany’s eyes misted over. Pi grinned at her. “I hear you take after Mom. 
Kind of a math whiz?” 

She nodded. “Do you like math too?” she croaked. 

Pi laughed. “It’s my gift. I can see arcs and calculate angles automatically. 
It’s a sport, really. A big game. Helps a lot with springball when I want to know 
where to throw the ball for the right trajectory, that kind of thing. So you like 
math?” 

Bethany nodded. “I just proved that one equals infinity.” 

Winking at Erec, Pi grabbed Bethany’s head in the crook of his arm and 
mussed her hair. “That’s great, Bethany. My little sis is learning about math too. 
So you already know there is an infinity between zero and one? I’ll teach you a 
few math tricks. That’ll be fun.” Pi seemed to relax now that he had found 
common ground with Bethany. “Do you know about the continuum theory? I can 
teach you how to figure angles in a second, and that’ll help with any sport you 
play.” 

Bethany’s lips pressed together. “I know all that. I’m not saying there is an 
infinity between zero and one. I actually proved that one equals infinity. I 
disproved the existence of ordinal numbers. And now I’m working on set 
theory.” She held up her notebook sheepishly. “I almost have the whole thing 
disproved.” 

Pi’s eyes widened as he stared at her. He shook his head. “That’s impossible. 
I don’t believe it, sis.” He leaned over her notebook and whistled. “You’re a 
sharp cookie. What have you done here?” 

As Bethany and Pi began to discuss concepts that were as high over Erec’s 
head as the cloudy citadel itself, Erec snuck back to the castle. 


Erec pulled the letter from Tina out of his pocket. He still could not believe a girl 
had written a song for him. And he would be going to Lerna now so he could 
finally meet her. She already thought he was a hero. Just wait until he stopped 
the monsters there. He thought about it. Poor Tina and her family must be living 
in terror of those monsters. It was a good thing he was going there to help them. 
This time he would write Tina back himself. Bethany didn’t need to help. It 
really didn’t involve her anyhow. 


Erec wondered how he would find Danny and Sammy without King Piter’s 
Seeing Eyeglasses. Maybe the king had another pair. So many thoughts swarmed 
in his head that he almost walked into a bush. Why were the twins acting as if 
they were having the time of their lives? Couldn’t they call home? Who ever 
heard of kidnappers loading kids with cloud creams and candy and taking them 
to beaches? And what were they doing in the Green House? It sounded like they 
had met President Inkle. 

That was it. He had to get into the Green House and see if anyone there 
knew where the twins were. But first he’d go see Rosco. Hopefully he could fix 
Erec’s nose. It was starting to throb. And maybe Erec could learn how to use his 
remote control. It would be nice to know how to use when he was spying in the 
Green House. 


Erec checked his e-mail before taking the Port-O-Door to Rosco Kroc’s house. 
Ten messages blinked on his computer, all from his mother. A tide of anger rose 
in him again. He was tempted to ignore the messages, but he e-mailed her back. 

June’s face appeared on the screen. “Erec! I’m so glad you caught me at 
home. What happened to your nose?” 

“T got in a fight.” Erec didn’t feel like softening it for her, not today. “Don’t 
worry about me.” 

“T am worried,” she said with her usual motherly concern. “And I thought 
we’d find Danny and Sammy by now. The Alypium police are useless. I suppose 
I shouldn’t expect King Piter to work miracles, but...” 

“He’s useless too. He left town, more worried about the missing dragon 
hatchlings than Danny and Sammy.” Erec added, with lots of sarcasm, “I guess 
there are a lot of people I can’t rely on.” 

“Erec, did something happen?” 

“You could say that. I found the Memory Mogul. Remember that guy? What 
he had to tell me was very interesting.” Erec felt his face get hot. 

June was quiet. After a moment she said, “What did you find out?” 

“Just what you’d expect. That I had a chunk of my memory taken out when I 
was young. And you put a replacement memory into my head, a memory that’s 
not really mine about my father, or someone I thought was my father.” Erec’s 
voice rose to a shout. “All these years, Mom. All these years I had nightmares 
about that guy. I hated him. It’s caused me grief my whole life. I thought I had a 
lousy father who deserted me. And you let me keep believing it.” He tried to 


calm his breathing. “Did you ever, once, think about telling me the truth?” 

June answered in a long, drawn-out sigh. “Erec, how could I have told you 
about your memory implant unless I told you everything? I am so sorry about 
this. But there are reasons you shouldn’t know more. Hey, you got to be a 
normal boy most of your life, and that was important.” 

“No, Mom. I never got to be normal. What normal kid moves from town to 
town constantly, with all of his friends’ memories of him erased each time? How 
do you think that feels?” 

“I know,” she said solemnly. “I’ve told you how sorry I am about that. I 
needed to keep us from being found.” She paused, searching for words. “Look, I 
know how hard this is for you. I’ve felt terrible your whole life when you talked 
about that memory of who you thought was your father. I never knew what to 
say. When you were young, you wouldn’t have understood, and later there never 
was a right time.” 

“Well, the right time is now,” Erec said hotly. “Let’s hear about the memory 
that you erased from me.” 

June wrung her hands. “I can’t.” 

“What?” He could not believe his ears. “I think you can, Mom. Tell me.” 

“T,..promised King Piter that I wouldn’t.” 

King Piter? He was the cause of all of this? He didn’t want Erec to know 
anything. Thank goodness Peebles at least had pointed him in the right direction. 
“Do you mean you would tell me right now if it wasn’t for King Piter?” 

June considered that. “I might. But that doesn’t matter now anyway. You’ll 
find out everything when the time is right.” 

“When King Piter thinks the time is right, you mean. What about what I 
think?” Erec paced back and forth, livid. His breath shot in and out in spurts. “I 
can’t go on like this. The only tiny thing I knew about my birth parents turned 
out to be a hoax. What do I have left? Nothing. No history at all. A big blank. 
And not only do I not know about my parents, I don’t know about my own self. 
King Piter said I was destined to be a king, but I have no clue why. Who cares 
what he thinks about this. It’s none of his business.” 

“Yes, Erec, it is.” She rested her head in her hands. “I’m sorry.” 

It’s okay, he told himself. He didn’t need his mother or the king to tell him 
what he needed to know. He would find out for himself, as he had done all 
along. 

June looked up. “Have you seen the twins lately?” 

“They’re fine. Each time I check they’re eating fistfuls of candy, hanging out 


at a beach, or Rollerblading. Get this, they’ve even been in the Green House and 
met President Inkle. It sounds like they’re having a blast.” 

“Why wouldn’t they call?” June hugged herself. “Someone’s lying to them, 
telling them something to keep them from calling me. Maybe they think I know 
they’re there and said it was okay. Maybe someone told the twins I was dead.” 

“T don’t think so, Mom. They looked too happy.” 

“T think you should put on the glasses and tell them to call home, that we’re 
all worried about them. They need to hear it from you.” 

“Tt’s too late, Mom. King Piter’s glasses are gone. But don’t worry. Rosco 
Kroc is looking for the twins, and he’s good at tracking people. And we may 
have a clue where they are.” Erec realized his voice sounded cold, like he wasn’t 
even related to them. He tried to sound softer. “I’m going there now. Did you get 
the glasses off the alarm clock?” 

“No, it’s been harder than I thought,” she said crossly. “The clock is useless 
now that it’s staring into the Seeing Eyeglasses all the time. I have to keep it in 
the sink. It keeps crying so much it makes a huge mess. I hope I can figure out 
how to get them off.” She sighed. “Let me know about anything you find out 
right away. And be careful.” She blew Erec a kiss. 

Erec felt a little better after he talked to her, even if she had lied to him. Yet 
he still had no clue about his past. The aching in his nose returned. He had to see 
Rosco. As he was reaching for the Port-O-Door, he had a funny thought. Maybe 
Rosco could find out who he was. 


CHAPTER THIRTEEN 


Learning Magic 


"THE PoRT-O-DOOR BECAME shorter and skinnier. As Erec opened it, a terrible 
stench poured into the vestibule, along with a black banana peel, wads of 
crumpled paper, and a rotting fish head. It would not open far, pushing against a 
pile of trash up to Erec’s knees. He crouched to look through the door. The lid of 
a trash can was above his head. 

His luck, opening a Port-O-Door straight into a trash can on Rosco’s street. 
He slammed it shut, kicking a filthy cloud cream box and plum pit out of the 
way. The vestibule stunk now, the garbage on the floor mingling with blood from 
his fingers that he had scraped on the bush, or was it his crushed nose that was 
bleeding now? Erec’s stomach rose into his throat. He quickly selected another 
spot on the street, slightly farther from Rosco’s house. 

The door grew very short. Erec opened it straight into an empty doghouse. 
He kicked the trash from the vestibule into the dog’s humble home and stole out 
onto the street. 

The streets tilted dangerously one way, then the other. Erec nearly fell before 
he realized it was not the street but he himself that was swaying. He stopped to 
catch his breath. The pain from his nose and fingers had been getting steadily 
worse, and the smell of garbage seemed to have tipped his sense of balance. He 
crossed the street. What if Rosco wasn’t home? He guessed he would just lie on 
the bench on his front porch. 

Embarrassment mixed into Erec’s daze as he remembered breaking into 
Rosco’s house and attacking him with a plant hanger. He rang the bell. 

Rosco’s face peeked out of the door under a green leather cowboy hat. He 
looked stunned. “Hold on right there. Pll be back.” He shut the door and 
returned a moment later. “Pardon me if I don’t invite you in yet.” He gestured to 
the blood splashed on the cement porch floor and helped Erec sit on the bench. 
“What in Keeper Kingdom happened to you, kid?” 


Erec examined his fingers, red and swollen with torn skin. “I got like this 
from feeding the baby dragons in the first quest. Then they got cut up more when 
I tried to catch the Hermit through a bush.” 

“And your nose?” 

“T got in a fight.” 

Rosco picked up Erec’s hand and peered at it closely. “Looks like someone 
tried to fix your fingers. Was it Ezzy Mumbai?” Erec nodded. “She’s no healer. 
If Ippocra Asclep was still there, you’d be fixed. She disappeared ten years ago 
when the triplets and queen were killed, along with a bunch of other people. 
Nobody found Dr. Asclep’s body, so I wonder if she might be alive somewhere. 
Anyway, you came to the right place. I can fix anything. It’s cake, if you’re 
taught right.” 

Rosco disappeared, then came back with a steaming mug. He sprinkled a 
dark powder in it and murmured something that sounded like, “See ya later, 
krocogater.” The mixture sizzled and then grew quiet. 

The drink burned like sharp cinnamon in Erec’s throat. Every muscle, bone, 
and sinew in his nose seemed to jump to attention, each with its own agenda. His 
skin rippled as pieces rearranged themselves under its surface, fighting for 
position. It did not hurt, although it itched terribly. He sneezed repeatedly until 
finally the rumbling movement stopped. Erec felt his nose. Totally normal. No 
pain at all. 

Erec held his hands out. The open cuts had healed, but his fingertips 
remained red and swollen. 

“No problem.” Kroc grinned. He took a deep breath and put each of his 
fingers on Erec’s. Jolts of pressure pushed through into Erec’s bones, but he felt 
a stubborn resistance push back. Rosco grimaced, forehead wrinkled and sweat 
popping out. Finally he dropped his hands. 

“Well, PII be hanged. Let me try this.” He stood Erec next to him and then 
raised his hands with a ferocious look, like a wild beast. Erec stumbled back in 
shock. White sparks flew from Rosco’s fingertips toward Erec like small fires, 
but they sizzled on his skin and went no deeper. 

Rosco dropped his hands. Rage appeared in his eyes. “What is this? Rosca’ 
can fix and destroy anything.” He glared at Erec as if it was his fault. Erec 
dropped onto the bench while Rosco regained his wits. “Finish that drink. It'll 
make you sleep, and it might fix your fingers more.” 

Erec gulped the rest of what was in the mug. Almost immediately, a velvety 
peace enveloped him. He forgot about his throbbing fingers and fell asleep on 


the bench. 


Erec felt much better when he woke. Dusk was creeping over the rooftops of the 
town. His fingers looked fine, only faintly red. Rosco was nowhere to be seen so 
Erec rung the doorbell. Rosco peered out, eyed him up and down, then let him 
in. 

“Thank you. Whatever you did really helped.” 

Rosco winked and motioned for Erec to have a seat. 

“Any news about the twins?” 

Rosco shook his head. “I’ve been asking around. I’m sure they’re still in 
Alypium, but I keep missing them. They hang around the ice skating and roller 
skating rinks, the miniature tennis courts, and a lot of sweetshops. The Hermit is 
always close by.” He shook his head again. “I keep thinking about the food, 
though. It’s almost as if...” 

“What?” 

Rosco contemplated his fingernails as if he didn’t know how to answer. “It’s 
just a hunch. I don’t want to scare you. I could be totally wrong.” 

“What is it?” Erec’s heart began to pound. 

“Now don’t get all worked up, okay? This is just a feeling I have. Although 
my ideas tend to work out more often than not. You see, there are these monsters 
that live out in the wilds of Otherness...well, they’re ferocious beasts, they are. 
Word is, they’re demanding a sacrifice. Two children. They’re bloodthirsty 
things, and if they don’t get the children as a gift from us, they’ll kill a lot more 
than that. Someone might’ve figured your brother and sister are easy victims. 
They don’t belong to anyone around here. Nobody to complain. Anyway, it 
would explain why someone was fattening them up.” 

Chills washed over Erec as Rosco’s words sank in. So this was what his 
quest was about. “Are these monsters in Lerna?” 

Rosco nodded. Erec felt sick thinking of all the candy Danny and Sammy 
had been eating. He heard them saying how they were both outgrowing their 
clothes. If he didn’t do something they would be monster food. “If only I still 
had the glasses King Piter gave me I could warn them.” 

“You don’t have those anymore?” 

“Balor Stain stole them.” 

Rosco shook his head, and Erec remembered what Balor had said about the 
Monster Bash. “Will there be other people there helping us stop the monsters in 


Lerna?” 

Rosco spoke quietly. “There are two factions. One wants to give the 
monsters what they want. The other is ready to fight. The Shadow Prince is 
working with President Inkle to draft soldiers from the Kingdoms of the Keepers 
to march on Otherness. General Moreland will lead them, and I think they could 
succeed, but I don’t know if they’ll make it in time.” He made a long face. “If 
they don’t, it seems a lot for you to handle yourself.” 

Erec drew back, uncomprehending. “The Shadow Prince?” 

Rosco smiled. “Yes, your old friend, Thanatos Baskania. You seem surprised 
he is gathering an army to fight the monsters and save the children.” 

Erec nodded, mouth open. That didn’t sound like him at all. 

“I know you didn’t get along with him, but you didn’t think he was all bad, 
did you? Nobody is all bad, or all good either, are they?” He let the question 
hang in the air, then went on. “I hear he was real disappointed that you turned 
down his friendship. Well, there is still time to make amends, I’m sure. I 
remember my own father used to be disappointed in me once upon a time, just 
because it took me a while to get started doing magic. And look at me now.” 

“And you made up with him?” Erec asked. 

“Well, he died.” Rosco looked away. 

“Oh. I’m sorry.” Erec was confused. “But Baskania is trying to help? To 
save Danny and Sammy?” 

“Apparently, yes. Oh, I’m sure it’s not all for innocent reasons. He wants to 
be a hero, you know. Save the day, all that.” 

Erec could picture that. “But what if he doesn’t make it in time? The twins 
might be fed to the monsters first.” 

Rosco sighed. “I wish you still had those glasses. I’ll do my best to track 
them, see what the Hermit is up to. He is from Otherness, knows it like the back 
of his hand. When he disappears from Alypium, we can really worry.” 

This wasn’t the way it was supposed to be. How could Baskania be doing 
more to save the twins than King Piter was? Was Baskania not all bad and King 
Piter not all good? 

“On Upper Earth, Baskania is called the Crown Prince of Peace.” Erec 
thought about Baskania working for world peace. Maybe he wasn’t all bad. 

Erec shook his head. It was too confusing to think about. Baskania used 
magic for his own ends, for evil ends. Erec stopped short. Thinking about magic 
reminded him of one of the reasons he had come to see Rosco. “Say, would you 
teach me how to use a remote? I better learn as much as I can so I can stop the 


monsters.” 

“Well.” Rosco sniffed at that idea. “I guess I better teach you the basics. Got 
it with you?” Erec shook his head. “That’s the first lesson. Always keep it in 
your pocket until you’re good enough that you don’t need it. Not everyone can 
use one, you know,” he pointed out. “Only about half the people here can, and 
much fewer can do magic without one. If six months go by and you still can’t 
use a remote control, you’re pretty much booted out of training, good-bye and 
thank you.” 

Erec wondered if Peebles would have taught him anything in six months, 
given how much time it would take to copy those huge books. Then what would 
have happened to him? “So some people take a while to learn?” 

Rosco nodded. “You can never tell how far someone will go with magic 
because you don’t know what is inside them, making them tick. Sometimes fear 
holds them back. Acquiring magic takes a special strength, deeper focus. But,” 
he continued on a brighter note, “if you have any at all in you, a remote control 
will pull it out at the push of a button. It’s easy. You learn a simple command, 
press a button, and the equipment does the rest. A monkey could do it.” He dug 
through a drawer, found a silver remote control, and tossed it to Erec. 

“Don’t you carry one in your pocket?” Erec asked. 

Rosco laughed heartily. “I haven’t needed one in ages. I’m teaching Oscar 
how to do real magic now. Soon he won’t need one either. You can only do so 
much with these things. True power lies far beyond this hunk of metal.” 

Erec closely studied the remote control. At the bottom right was a button 
with the number three on it. Other small buttons dotted its center, with odd 
symbols on them. A large green button glowed brightly at the top, surrounded by 
four buttons with arrows pointing in different directions. 

“Press the button on the bottom right corner until it shows a one. You’!] have 
to start at level one, of course.” 

Erec pushed it as instructed. “What’s level one?” 

“Tt’s the simplest magic. If you tried to move a pencil set on level three, it 
would throw it clear through the walls of a house. If you had the power, that is.” 

Erec thought that would be cool. “What can you do with level two and 
three?” 

Rosco sighed and shook his head. “I forget how little you know.” He raised 
his hands, indicating a high and a low. “There are six levels of magic. The first 
three can be done with a remote control; the others are for the experts only. 
Everything exists within a network of magic called the Aitherplanes. The 


particles that flow through it are called the Substance. If you can manipulate the 
Substance then you can have effects on the elements that are in it.” He waved all 
about them. “Everything around us. Some tricks are easier to do than others. For 
example, level one has to do with moving things. The easiest are the smallest 
things, inanimate things and close things.” Rosco lifted a finger, crooking the 
knuckle. The lamp next to Erec began to bounce up and down. Rosco’s finger 
began to twirl and the table under the lamp spun so fast that a book on it crashed 
into a wall. Erec’s stomach lurched as the couch he sat on shot up toward the 
ceiling. He ducked before his head hit, and then the couch dropped, freezing in 
midair before it hit the floor. Objects sailed around the room. Erec turned upside 
down until Rosco let him drop headfirst onto the couch. In one bang everything 
crashed back where it was. 

“Level two gets harder,” Rosco said mildly. “A lot of this level has to do 
with sensations, making people feel things. Not hard stuff to do, really.” Without 
warning, Erec burst out laughing as he felt tickled all over. Then he broke out in 
a sweat, boiling hot, and a moment later he was freezing, teeth chattering. “It’s 
convenient. Once you get good at this, you’ll never feel sick anymore. Also, at 
this level you can destroy objects and kill things. This is easier to do than fixing 
them, of course.” 

Erec held his breath for a moment, hoping Rosco would not demonstrate this 
part. 

“Lots of magic fits into level three. When you get to this level, you are 
officially a sorcerer. Used to be sorcerers wore black robes to show off and scare 
people. Not so much anymore. This level includes flying without heli powder.” 
He snapped his fingers and vanished, then reappeared, fire spurting from his 
fingertip. “Starting fires, making water, breezes, and waves, teleporting objects 
long distances.” 

Rosco pointed at the device in Erec’s hand. “Level four can’t be done with a 
remote. Too hard. At this level you can change the appearance of things or 
people, but you have to be careful with this one. You can never get it back quite 
right again.” Rosco gestured at his own face. “Healing people falls into this 
level, and that’s not easy to do. Making things grow. Multiplying people, things, 
or even yourself. You can create a force field at this level. 

“Level five is really cool.” Rosco rubbed his hands together and grinned. 
“T’m starting to work on it now, and I’m not sure how far Pll get. That’s not 
because I’m a dunce, either. Very few people get this far. At this level, you can 
talk with animals and even plants. You can enchant objects to serve you or have 


their own personalities. You can even control time, within limits, making things 
move faster or slower, if you learn to have enough of an effect on the 
Aitherplanes and the Substance. Seeing the future is often classed into level five, 
but you have to have special math abilities and need seer training. So I might 
overlook the future bit, but I’m going to do my best to tackle the rest of this 
level. Then watch out, world.” 

Rosco fell silent, lost in a dream of magic and domination. Erec cleared his 
throat. “What about level six?” 

Rosco snapped back to life. “Almost nobody has reached this level, except 
the Shadow Prince. The years of studying it requires—most people don’t live 
that long. You have to really understand the Substance, make it work at levels 
that most people could never grasp. I’m talking the quantum, atomic, cosmic, 
and mathematical structure of how everything works, and how to change it. Of 
course, that’s Baskania’s gift, being able to manipulate the Substance. At this 
level you could do anything that is anyone’s inborn magical gift. You can read 
people’s minds. It’s amazing, really.” 

“So you can do anything at level six that you can do with a scepter?” Erec 
asked. The very thought of the scepter warmed his insides, and he craved it 
again. Maybe level six could give him everything the scepter would without the 
downside of it controlling him. 

Rosco shook his head. “No, unfortunately for the Shadow Prince. King 
Piter’s scepter is the strongest force in magic, and the Shadow Prince wants it for 
his own. That scepter gives you unearthly power. With it, you can change 
people’s memories of the past. You can control their minds, make them tell the 
truth, lie, be happy, sad, or scared. You can make people follow your commands, 
mentally and physically. The scepters will also give you advice; they know 
everything that’s happening in the Aitherplanes. And, of course, keeping one lets 
you live forever—another nice advantage.” 

“So with the scepter you can do anything?” 

“Well, some things are always out of bounds. But, with enough willpower, I 
say people can do anything. A scepter can’t bring someone back to life, but 
someone has worked out a way to do this with a potion. A scepter can’t change 
our atmosphere, create things or beings out of nothing, but the Shadow Prince is 
working on these things on his own. So who knows what we may be able to do 
in the future.” 

Rosco’s voice trailed off, like a dream had ended. Eyeing the remote he had 
given Erec, he motioned for Erec to aim it. Rosco then set a pencil on the table. 


“To move this, just say ‘phero’ and push the green button. See if you can do it.” 

Erec focused on the pencil and pushed the button. 

“Phero.” His finger felt a little sore and weak where it had not fully 
recovered from the dragon bites, but the pencil shot into his lap. 

“Hey, I did it.” He put the pencil back and tried it again, then did it three 
more times, figuring out how to control how far it went by how hard he 
concentrated. “What do the other buttons do?” 

“The right and left arrows around the green button let you reverse and redo 
the magic you have just done. The up and down arrows let you control the power 
you’re sending out. It’s best not to rely on those. Learn to control the power with 
your mind. Then try to use the remote without word spells. It teaches you more 
mind control that way.” 

Erec pointed to the smaller buttons that had funny symbols. “What are 
these?” 

“Special features.” Rosco shrugged. “They’re not on the basic remotes you 
start with. Those hook you up to the MagicNet, cell phones, timers, clocks. Why 
don’t you keep that remote. I just got it to use with Oscar, and he has his own.” 

“Thanks.” Erec put the remote control in his pocket, glad to have one he 
could work. He stretched and let out a long yawn. Despite the fun he was having, 
it was getting dark and he was hungry. “Before I go, I want to ask you 
something. I need to find out more about my history, who my parents were, that 
kind of thing. Can you help me?” 

Rosco snickered. “Must be rough not knowing so much. Too bad I can’t help 
you, kid. King Piter wouldn’t like that at all.” 

Erec sizzled with anger at mention of the king’s name. “C’mon, Rosco, I 
won’t tell him.” 

“Oh, I know that,” he said. “But the king’s right. Knowing this would affect 
you badly. And I’m afraid to change too much. Erec, has Oscar told you I can 
see some things in the future? I can tell you this. You will find out soon enough 
the answers to all of your questions. Sooner than you should. And it won’t be 
good for you either.” 

Erec absorbed this, not sure what to think. “Thanks, I guess. Oh, I forgot to 
tell you. The last time I saw the twins, they were visiting the Green House. I 
think they met President Inkle.” 

Rosco’s face broke into a grimace. “I have a bad feeling about this.” 

Erec instantly became worried. “What is it?” 

“Why would the Hermit try to get the twins to meet President Inkle before 


feeding them to the monsters? Don’t you think that would make the president 
look bad, if he meets the kids who end up getting eaten? The Hermit is playing a 
political game. I don’t like it at all.” 

Erec didn’t like it either. He scratched his head, thinking of the dangers. 
“What kind of monsters are they?” 

Rosco shuddered. “The worst, most feared kind of monsters in all of 
Otherness. The dreaded vogum.” 


CHAPTER FOURTEEN 


Escape to Otherness 


Puttinc THE Port-0-Door in the doghouse had been a mistake, Erec found out. 
Its canine resident, a mud-colored German shepherd, had come back, and it 
barked loudly when Erec tried to climb into its house. The dog eagerly sniffed at 
Erec’s fingers and growled deep in its throat. 

“C’mon, boy. Come on out. Sh...shh...” Erec tried to sound soothing, but 
the dog snapped at him. A light switched on in the house nearby. Fearing he’d be 
caught, Erec grabbed the dog’s collar and pulled. The dog snarled and lunged at 
him, teeth bared. He let the dog sail over him and dove into its house. Turning 
right around, the shepherd tore into Erec’s side, scraping his skin with its teeth 
and getting a wad of Erec’s shirt in its mouth. 

In a panic, Erec punched the code numbers into the Port-O-Door. A man in 
the house shouted, “Poopsie? Here, Poopsie. Did you trap a rabbit in there?” 

Poopsie yanked Erec’s shirt harder. 

“Poopsie. Come here. Now,” the man called. Poopsie looked at Erec with 
disgust, probably at her own name, before letting go and trotting to her master, 
barking all the way. Let loose, Erec flung himself through the Port-O-Door and 
slammed it shut. 

The vestibule still smelled like garbage. Even so, Erec was relieved to be 
back in the west wing of the castle. He found all the food in the dining hall was 
gone so he called Jam Crinklecut for room service. 

“Yes, young sir?” Jam sounded eager to please. “Why, of course. And what 
would young sir like to eat?” 

Erec asked for two hamburgers, fries, apple pie, and brownies, although he 
knew he should start eating the Alypian food so he could perform better at the 
next quest. 

His mind was in a whirl. He had actually worked magic, used a remote 
control. Who needed King Piter’s help, anyway, he thought. He could do 


everything himself, like find his father and save the twins. If Rosco would teach 
him the basics, he hoped he could move on to level two soon. 


Before Erec went to sleep, he decided to answer Tina’s letter. 


Dear Tina, 

Guess what? I just found out I’m coming to Lerna, so Pll get to meet you 
for sure now. In fact, I found out that you guys are having some problems 
there, and my quest is to help you! So if you think I’m a hero, maybe Ill 
get a chance now to prove it. [Erec hoped he didn’t sound like he was 
bragging. But, then again, he knew how Tina felt. What was wrong with 
impressing her a little?] The first quest was cool. I got to save the last 
known baby dragons in Otherness. Hurt my fingers a little when I fed 
them, but that was okay. 

I have to tell you, Alypium stinks. Everyone hates my guts here and 
thinks all kinds of crazy things, like I enchanted King Piter’s scepter to 
come to me and faked everyone out that I should be king. I’m just doing 
what I think is right. It helps to know that people where you live are 
supporting me. 

That’s so cool you have a high school springball team. Where I come 
from it’s only a pro sport. The uniforms, padding, and arena would be 
way too expensive. I guess you don’t use arenas in Otherness, though. 
[Erec remembered the springball game he saw in Alypium where a force 
field kept the balls from sailing into the stands. ] 

Tina, don t feel bad about telling me about your people. [He thought 
about what she had said about her family. It sounded terrible, being 
forced to live out in the wilds, among vicious monsters.] It sounds 
terrible what happened to them. From what I know about the people of 
Alypium, though, it doesn’t surprise me. They seem ready to gang up on 
anybody. They sure went against me. It sounds like Lerna is a great 
place and I can t wait to see it. And I am not prejudiced. 

I am almost thirteen. [Erec erased this when it sounded too young, 
then he rewrote it.] I like learning magic, which I’m just starting to do. 
Do you know how to use a remote control? And I like to hang out with 
my friends and read books when I get a chance. 

By the way, I liked your song. Totally not stupid. 


See you soon, 
Erec 


The next morning, Miss Ennui glared at Erec over her spectacles. “Because of 
the recent events in Alypium, I will change our topic today to discuss the 
problem of the monsters.” She spoke of the dreaded Hydras who loved to devour 
humans, the feared ogres who loved to snap people in two, the ferocious 
Cyclopes whose look would paralyze their human prey, and the nasty Chimeras 
whose goat, lion, and snake heads would fight over who got to devour their 
victims first. 

Then she began to speak of the dangerous dragons of Otherness. “One must 
always fear the unleashed wrath and wild hysteria of the dragon. They are stupid 
creatures, poorly formed and ugly, and only too eager to shred their prey into 
pieces without any reason other than sheer love of destruction. The 
grotesqueness of the dragon has almost no match—” 

“Wait a minute,” Erec interrupted. “That’s not true at all. I’ve met dragons. 
Aoquesth gave me his eye, and he was wonderful. And Patchouli was too. She 
was beautiful, and she gave me—” 

Miss Ennui leaned forward. “A dragon gave you something, and you took it? 
How foolish! Erec, you need to turn it over to a responsible authority. What did 
she give you?” 

Erec hesitated. He was not about to hand over the Archives of Alithea to 
anyone, any more than he would give his Amulet of Virtues to Balor. “She gave 
me advice, that’s all,” he lied. “And it was good advice too.” 

She appeared satisfied with that answer. “Any advice that a dragon gives is 
bad advice, I’ Il tell you that. They would never help humans. They are too stupid 
and evil.” 

Erec couldn’t believe his ears. “Why do you think that? It’s not true.” 

His tutor tapped a large stack of books on her desk. “It’s all right here in 
black-and-white. You’ ll just have to take my word for it.” 

Erec found it hard to listen to the rest of her lecture. After grabbing a quick 
lunch, he met Pimster Peebles in Paisley Park. Peebles came flying at him so fast 
that his latest toupee sailed away in the breeze. When he reached Erec, he flung 
himself on the ground at his feet. “Oh, Ewec. Tell me it isn’t twue. I hear you 
have to single-handedly slay all of the monstews in Lewna? This can’t be. Oh, 
you are too good, sir. To lay your life on the line like that for the pwoud people 
of Alypium.” 


Peebles’s words hit hard. Single-handedly slay all the monsters? Erec wasn’t 
sure he could slay anything—or that he wanted to. How did somebody go about 
single-handedly slaying ferocious creatures anyway? And do this all for the 
people of Alypium, who hated him? This wasn’t exactly what he had in mind. 

Peebles pulled himself off the ground and folded into a low bow. “I am at 
your service. May I teach you? Or would you rather spend the afternoon in 
Alypium?” 

Erec took out his remote control. “I’d like to learn some magic.” 

Peebles threw his hands up in the air. “Oh no, sir. We cannot do that yet. You 
are not weady, and I won’t have you jumping in over your head.” 

“But if I’m supposed to kill the monsters, don’t I need to know how to use a 
remote control?” 

Peebles threw a few sly glances to the side. “If that were the case, we would 
have been given specific instructions. I suppose you will have to slay them in 
other ways.” 

This sounded ridiculous to Erec. It looked like Rosco would have to help 
him. In fact, Erec decided, he would find him right now. He should be in Paisley 
Park with Oscar. Erec backed away, smiling. “I think I'll skip my lesson today, if 
that’s okay.” 

Rosco and Oscar were taking turns levitating each other near a fountain. 
When Rosco spotted Erec, his face dropped. “I was going to go find you. Bad 
news. The Hermit is gone. I think he’s taken Danny and Sammy to Lerna.” 

Erec’s breath caught in his throat. “He’s gone? Are you sure?” 

Rosco nodded. “My guess is he’s going to give the twins to the monsters 
soon. When the monsters attack on the day of the Monster Bash, he can tell 
everyone how it didn’t work. That would make the government look bad, 
especially since the twins have spent time with President Inkle.” 

Erec stiffened in surprise. “But I thought he was going to try to feed the 
twins to the monsters on the day of the Monster Bash. Isn’t that what I’m 
supposed to stop them from doing, eating the twins?” 

Rosco gave him a funny look. “No, Erec. The monsters demanded two 
children a while ago. Your quest is on the day of the Monster Bash. That is the 
day we think the monsters are planning an attack on humans. I think the twins 
will be given to the monsters before that.” 

This didn’t sound right. Erec shook his head. What was he going to do? He 
didn’t have the glasses to find the twins. At least he knew where they were 
going. He had to get to Lerna fast. He was sure he could travel to Otherness from 


Alypium Station. 

That meant he needed to know as much as possible before leaving. “Can you 
show me any more magic right now?” 

Rosco glanced all around for Peebles. “I don’t think your tutor would 
appreciate that. Come to my place this evening and PII help you out.” 

Erec thanked him politely, but he planned to be long gone by then. 

On his way back to the castle he spotted Bethany. He ran over to say good- 
bye. “The twins are on their way to Lerna now, and I need to go there before 
anything happens to them. Take care of Wolfboy for me, okay?” 

Bethany was having none of it. “I’m coming with you, Erec. I’m sure it’s 
dangerous out there. You might need some help.” She paused, looking 
uncomfortable. “That is, if you want me.” 

As appealing as saving Tina on his own was, the thought of Bethany going 
with him sounded really good. Her help might make a difference. Plus, Bethany 
would make Otherness less intimidating. “That would be great, Bethany. Is it 
okay with your tutor?” 

Clarus closed her eyes and concentrated, then looked at Bethany and 
winked. “Sure, kid. See you soon!” 

Bethany and Erec walked out of the park. Trumpets blared in the distance, 
followed by the deep thrum of bass drums. Soon a marching band tramped 
before them on the street, followed by a huge parade. Posters of Baskania 
decorated the sides of huge wooden crates, and on top were effigies of the 
monsters of Otherness. Some of them were being hacked to pieces by the people 
riding on the crates. Erec spotted a replica of a Hydra with many snakelike 
heads, like the one he had seen in the MONSTER race the last time he was in 
Alypium. He was also surprised to see the likeness of a dragon that somebody 
was happily chopping up. The dragon was made to look stupid, with big, dull 
eyes. 

Erec winced. “Don’t people understand that dragons are smart and beautiful? 
What is the deal?” 

Behind the crates, soldiers in green khaki uniforms marched with high goose 
steps in tight rows. Erec and Bethany’s eyes met. A man who was no taller than 
four feet led them. He was covered from head to toe with ribbons and medals. 
“Death to the monsters!” he shouted, his voice rising above the crowd. 

“Death to the monsters!” the army echoed. 

“Well,” Bethany said, “at least it looks like you’ll be getting some help with 
the monsters. I think that’s General Moreland.” 


“Rosco mentioned him. He said they might not make it in time for the 
Monster Bash, let alone to save the twins.” 

They darted around the back of the parade and into the city toward the bus 
stop. Signs dangled off buildings. One that read KEEP ALYPIUM FOR THE ALYPIANS, 
showed a family standing together in front of a small white house. Another that 
said read THE PROTOCOLS OF THE ELDERS OF VOGUM, IT COULD SAVE YOUR LIFE 
showed a painting of a book within the open jaws of a serpent. 

“These signs give me the chills,” Bethany said. “Why do you think 
everyone’s getting so riled up?” 

“Do you think it could be because of the quest I drew from the well?” 

“Oh, I don’t know.” Bethany sighed. “Maybe it’s just because the Monster 
Bash is coming up and because of all the problems they’ve been having here.” 

A few people began pointing at Erec and shouting. Before long, a huge 
crowd was following them, shouting threats and insults. A man yelled, “He’s 
with the monsters. He’s helping the monsters.” Like a match to a flame, the idea 
made the gathering crowd go wild. 

Angry voices yelled, “He’s on their side!” “He wants to kill us!” The crowd 
closed in fast. Erec could see the bus stop, but it was still several blocks away, 
and there was no way they could outrace the crowd, let alone wait for the bus. 
People appeared out of nowhere, closing in. Everybody was looking at him with 
hateful eyes. 

Erec’s fists clenched. Someone shouted, “Grab his chain! Get the amulet!” 
Hands grabbed his shoulders and yanked the Amulet of Virtues on his neck. He 
batted them off and ran, but soon a wall of people blocked him in on all sides. 

He cried to Bethany. “Get out of here! Go! They’re crazy.” 

Hands clawed him from all sides. Angry shouts blended into a deafening 
roar. Somebody pushed him. He slammed into a young man, who pushed him 
into a sneering woman. 

In a jerking spasm, Erec’s back arched. Energy zinged through his body, shot 
out of his fingers and toes, and shone from his eyes, ears, and nose like fog 
lights. Everything around him turned emerald green. Thick white webs filled the 
air as far as he could see. Clouds spun in the sky like a cyclone, blending with 
the buildings around him, and he was spinning too. He felt sick, dizzy, deranged. 

The hatred of the mob of people fed into the powers racing inside him. It 
grew, and grew. 

He was strong now, invincible, enraged. 

His head tilted back, and a violent roar emerged from his throat, 


reverberating in the air around him. Even to him it sounded unearthly, unreal. 
More like a lion or thunderclap than a human sound. Another roar ripped from 
his throat, and his arm shot out like a cat clawing prey. Talons had burst through 
his fingertips. He tore them through the air, snarling, to the horror of those 
around him. The people nearest to him stepped away, shocked expressions on 
their faces. A spotlight shined on the people he looked at, and he realized the 
light was coming out of his dragon eye. 

Rage seethed through him. How could these people do this? How could they 
gang up on him? People around him retreated, pushing others away from him. 
“He’s a monster,” someone murmured. “He’s in with the monsters.” 

He heard a voice call from the back of the throng. “Get him!” 

Five or six people pointed remote controls at Erec at the same time. Erec 
ducked before they fired. 

The cloudy thought command rang through his head. Swing the blond man 
by his feet before he captures you. Knock everyone down with him. 

Crouched down, Erec lunged forward and grabbed the ankles of a young 
blond man holding a remote. Without a thought, he stood and swung the man 
around in a circle, wiping remotes out of hands and knocking people over. 
People toppled, shouting in anger. Erec let the man go and he sailed into the 
crowd, people falling around him. 

With space cleared, Erec fled toward the castle. The green glow faded along 
with his feeling of superhuman strength. This was the strangest cloudy thought 
he’d ever had. Erec could not believe what had happened. He looked down at his 
fingers. Thankfully the claws were gone. It was almost as if he had turned into 
another creature, or that another creature had come out of him. 

A creature like a dragon. 

Erec ran faster. The crowd closed in behind him, more determined then ever 
to catch him. Shouts like “String ’im up” and “Grab his amulet!” made his blood 
race. 

What good did that cloudy thought do? he wondered. It might have saved 
him for two seconds from being attacked by the mob, but he seemed no better 
off now. Then again he wondered what might have happened to him if he didn’t 
have the cloudy thoughts. Would he have made it out of there? He tore faster 
through the castle gardens, the horde of people at his feet. 

“Storm the castle!” someone shouted. “Take no prisoners.” 

Now he was bringing destruction into the castle with him. He had to leave 
Alypium now, try to find Otherness, and warn Danny and Sammy before it was 


too late. Bethany was nowhere to be seen. He must have lost her in the crowds. 

He ran toward the west wing, not knowing where else to go, footsteps hot 
after him, until he got to his room. He flung himself inside and locked the door, 
but he knew it was only a temporary solution. His pursuers were ready to bash 
down anything in their way. 

Erec threw on his Sneakers and threw Rosco’s remote control and the 
Archives of Alithea in his pocket, along with a few handfuls of gold, silver, and 
bronze coins. He couldn’t think of anything else he needed. Right before he 
opened the door, someone pounded on it. He stomped hard with his Sneakers, 
making a loud crash sound down the hallway. He could hear the person outside 
run toward it, shouting, “This way!” 

Erec bolted out his door and ran for the Port-O-Door near the royal 
chambers. Right in front of it stood Jam Crinklecut holding a silver tray with 
cookies and hot chocolate. He looked at Erec, gray-green eyes wide. “Modom 
Bethany likes an afternoon snack after her tutor is done. Would young sir like 
some as well?” 

“Not now, Jam!” Erec darted past Jam into the vestibule of the Port-O-Door. 

“There he is!” Three men appeared at the end of the long hall, pointing. “Get 
him.” They ran toward Erec. 

Jam sized up the situation quickly. Then he winged the tray at the men. Hot 
chocolate splashed the walls, and cookies flew like Frisbees, but the tray steadily 
spun toward its target, clattering into the men and knocking them down. 

Jam hurried into the vestibule with Erec and slammed the door. “Where to, 
sir?” 

“Otherness.” Erec could hear footsteps pounding toward them. The screen 
on the Port-O-Door was divided into a white section labeled “Alypium,” a blue 
one labeled “Ashona,” a red one that said “Aorth,” and a yellow one that said 
“Otherness.” Jam poked a finger onto the yellow section. Before Erec could find 
Lerna on the screen, Jam pressed the map somewhere in the middle. A click 
resounded. Jam threw the door open, shoved Erec through in front of him and 
pulled it shut. 

“Thanks, Jam.” Once through the door, they found themselves deep in the 
woods somewhere in Otherness. He wished Jam had asked him where he wanted 
to go. Then again, they probably would not have had the time to find Lerna on 
the map, wherever it was. Anyway, he was glad to have somebody with him out 
here in the wilderness. “I wonder where we are.” 

Jam looked around. “I don’t know, sir. From the appearance of the fauna, it 


seems we may be in a jungle in Otherness.” 

“Yeah, thanks, Jam. I kinda figured that.” Other than the Port-O-Door 
leading back into the castle there was no sign of civilization in sight. “Can those 
people figure out where I went through the Port-O-Door and follow me here?” 

Jam nodded his head from side to side, thinking. “It would take them a 
while. Unless we get rid of it on this end. Then they’ll never find us. Would 
young sir like me to get rid of the Port-O-Door?” 

What did he have to lose? He could not go back into Alypium now, or even 
later. That crazy mob of people would find him, and then who knows what 
would happen? He could end up in a dungeon or worse. Then how would he find 
the twins? How would he get to Lerna for his second quest and stop the 
monsters? 

No, his way was forward. He gazed wistfully at the Port-O-Door, then 
agreed. “Let’s get rid of it. They’ll be out here chasing me soon otherwise. If you 
want to go back to Alypium, it’s okay.” 

“And leave young sir out in the wilderness all alone? I don’t think so.” Jam 
straightened himself and dusted off his gray vest. “I go where I am most needed, 
sir.” 

Erec smiled. “Thanks, Jam.” 

Jam typed a code into the keypad of the Port-O-Door and it vanished. 

They were adrift in a strange dark jungle with no idea where they were nor 
where they were headed. 

Erec pointed straight ahead. “Should we go this way?” 

“You’re in charge, young sir.” 

That was just what Erec wanted to hear. 


CHAPTER FIFTEEN 


The Cyclopes 


It was quiet in the jungle, the kind of quiet that rings in your ears. Gone were 
the shouts of the frantic mob that had chased Erec. His ears adjusted to the 
crickets, soft twitters of birds, little breezes playing games with leaves...and 
what sounded like a loud belch. 

Erec and Jam looked at each other, eyes wide. Someone else was out here 
with them. Nobody was within sight, but they heard heavy footsteps crunching 
leaves and twigs, moving away from them. 

“Oh, my.” Jam shook his head. It seemed to be sinking in that they really 
were in the wilds of Otherness, with no idea what lay before them. 

“Do we follow the footsteps?” Erec asked. “Or run the other way?” It was a 
coin toss. Civilization could be a good way to find how to get to Lerna—as long 
as it didn’t mean getting eaten. He shivered, thinking about what he had heard of 
the vogum and other monsters that lived out here. 

Jam looked uncertain, eyes darting back and forth between where the 
footsteps had come from and the opposite direction. “Whatever young sir thinks, 
sir.” 

“Let’s go that way, carefully, and see what we can find there.” They set out 
toward where they had heard heavy crunching footsteps. Whatever had made 
them must have been big. 

Jam caught his breath. “I entirely forgot. We haven’t been inoculated. There 
are all kinds of diseases one may catch from traveling in Otherness. One usually 
must get shots before coming here.” 

That was the last thing Erec needed to hear. “Like what?” 

“Well,” Jam said with a sigh, “there is the dreaded hat head. It’s a terrible 
affliction, they say, similar to another called helmet hair.” He shuddered. “Then 
there is something called the drenchers. Not nice at all.” 

Erec wished they’d had the shots, but they’d just have to take their chances. 


Instead he asked, “Jam, what was wrong with those people in Alypium? They 
were all acting so crazy.” 

“Tt’s been getting worse there, with everyone riled up over the monsters. We 
in the Kingdoms of the Keepers have always been more vulnerable to that kind 
of craziness, since the Substance is disturbed here. Makes us all a little crazy 
sometimes.” 

They soon came to a clearing. In it stood a huge stone hut with a peaked red 
wooden roof. Smoke issued from a small chimney in the center. Erec sighed with 
relief. Here was someone to help them find their way to Lerna. Maybe even give 
them some food. Erec realized he was hungry. 

Suddenly, a raging, beastlike growl reverberated from inside the hut. A man 
in the house began sobbing, screaming, but the roar of the beast overwhelmed 
him. Erec and Jam looked at each other in terror. What was going on here? 
Maybe one of the terrible monsters in Otherness had broken into some poor 
man’s house. Maybe it was even the vogum. Erec wanted to run, but he couldn’t 
leave the man to an awful fate. 

Jam pulled Erec away, but he broke free and ran under a bush by the house. 
Jam followed him and whispered, “Has young sir gone mad? This is not a safe 
place for us.” 

“T know,” Erec whispered. “Tell me, what are the vogum like?” 

“Not good.” Jam’s forehead wrinkled. “The vogum are a term for the two 
most hideous, dangerous creatures on earth. The Hydras and the Valkyries. 
When they get together, their powers grow and combine into a terrible force. We 
call that the vogum.” 

Erec jabbed his thumb toward the house. “We have to help that guy, Jam.” 

Jam’s face filled with determination, and he nodded. The windows were too 
high to peek through. Another earthshaking holler rattled from inside, with 
bloodcurdling growls following it. 

“No!” the man cried. “No! No!” 

“Rrraaaaaauuuughh!” the monster bellowed. 

The situation seemed dire. There was no time to waste. Erec had his remote 
control with him. He barely knew how to use it, but now was the time to try. 
Maybe he could lure the monster away from the poor man and then figure out 
what to do. 

He wanted to throw open the door and burst inside, but the thick wood of the 
huge door was heavy and hard to move. After prying it open, he ran in with his 
remote control out. 


On a huge couch before him sat two of the strangest creatures Erec had ever 
seen. They were human in form, yet enormous, each with a single large eye 
bulging from their foreheads. A male one was dressed in a huge sarong tied over 
one shoulder that looked like it was made of animal skins. The septum of his 
nose was pierced with a large bone. He clutched a large, pointed spear in one of 
his hands. 

The female creature next to him was wearing an ornate dress festooned with 
more silk, beads, and buttons than Erec had ever seen in one place. Muscular 
calves, the color and texture of tree trunks, extended from her dress to the pearl- 
emblazoned high heels encasing her huge feet. She held a dainty china teacup 
with her pinkie finger extended. 

Neither of the creatures noticed that Erec had burst into their room, remote 
held high. Their eyes were glued to a large television set, showing more 
creatures that looked like them on a talk show. One of the hideous things on the 
television was sobbing, and another talked about how every relationship it had 
went sour. 

Jam whispered into his ear, voice shaking, “Cyclopes, sir. Back out slowly.” 

Erec took a step back, but froze when the male Cyclops let loose another 
earsplitting roar in response to a Cyclops on television saying, “Love isn’t easy, 
love isn’t kind, but I am willing to give it all up to just have one more taste of 
love again.” The female Cyclops put her arm over her eyes. “No,” she said, in 
the voice that Erec had thought was the man’s, “it’s just not fair. I can’t take it.” 

The male Cyclops sniffed. His voice was a deep growl. “Something smells 
good, honey. You cooking?” 

“No,” she said. “I thought we’d carry out some ginglehoffer.” 

“Funny.” The male sniffed again. “I smell the blood of an Alypian man.” 

Erec stiffened. Jam yanked him back toward the door. Then both of the 
Cyclopes swung around and looked at them. “Loook! Aaaarrrggghhhhh!” The 
male Cyclops sprang to his feet and ran at Erec and Jam. Erec scrambled toward 
the door, shaking. Before he could escape, it slammed shut in front of his face. 
He looked up to see the Cyclops’s hand on the door. A second later, Erec and 
Jam had been scooped up in each of the Cyclops’s hands. 

The Cyclops seemed to go mad, running around in his hut holding Erec and 
Jam, roaring wildly and screaming, “Food! Food!” 

Erec thought he was going to faint. It was all over. No second quest. No 
saving the twins. He was caught in the grip of a terrible beast who was racing 
around his house with him so fast that Erec’s head was spinning. Jam looked 


green. 

Please, Erec prayed, let me have a cloudy thought. Let me turn into a dragon 
and scare this creature away. 

The Cyclops plopped Erec and Jam onto two small stools, fists tightly 
clamped around them. He eyed them greedily with a terrifying smile. Erec 
frantically tried to remember how the MONSTER contest had said to escape 
from Cyclopes. Tripping them? No...bribing them. That was it. 

He remembered something else. Miss Ennui had said Cyclopes loved to 
crush humans’ bones for sheer pleasure. But then again, she also said that one 
glance from a Cyclops would turn a human to stone. That didn’t seem right. 
Neither he nor Jam had been changed. 

“Food!” the creature roared. “Vaerna! Bring these visitors some food!” 

“Calm down, Haenry,” the woman Cyclops with the deep man’s voice 
answered. “I’m getting some now.” 

The Cyclops let Erec and Jam go, and plopped himself on a stool. Erec 
wondered if he jumped and ran, would the creature catch him again? Haenry 
looked at Erec and smacked his lips. “We don’t get a lot of guests out here,” he 
growled. “Who are you?” 

Erec was afraid to say his name. Maybe the thing had heard about him from 
Alypium and hated him too. 

Jam said, “I’m Jam Crinklecut, kind sir. Please accept our visit as a sign of 
goodwill extended from our simple home to yours.” 

“Jam,” Haenry chuckled. “Sounds like you’d be good spread on toast.” 

Jam gulped. 

“And who are you?” It turned its gaze to Erec. 

Nothing came from Erec’s throat. If he lied, would this thing be able to tell? 
His lips moved silently. 

“Wait a minute,” Vaerna said. “He looks just like this picture.” She held up a 
black-and-white picture of Erec surrounded by a black border with some words 
printed beneath. “Haenry, he’s Erec Rex.” 

If Erec had any doubt that Haenry had heard of him, it vanished now. Haenry 
let out a wild roar, pounding his chest and shaking his hair in abandon. He 
stomped so hard the room shook. “Erec Rex! Erec Rex is in me house?” 

Erec and Jam traded glances, sure this was the end. Jam smiled 
apologetically as if to say he had tried his best. 

Haenry bowed low with a big grin. “I am honored by your visit, Erec. You 
are more than welcome in me house.” 


Erec looked Haenry in the eye and said, “You are hideously ugly.” Jam 
looked at him in shock. Erec gulped, body frozen, jaws clamped shut. What 
made him say such a stupid thing? Then he remembered. He was carrying the 
Archives of Alithea. Why had he brought them? The wretched scroll made him 
say the dumbest stuff. He shook his head, eyelids slowly closing. 

Haenry laughed so heartily that Erec’s ears rung. “You think I’m ugly? 
That’s a good one, Erec Rex. I like you, even though you look worse than a 
Hulder man.” 

Vaerna set huge plates of unidentified meats on their laps and sat down. 
“Eat, please.” The floppy gray items in front of them had smells Erec could not 
identify. “So, are you here to save the dragon babies?” she asked eagerly. “It’s 
the talk of Polyphemus and all of Otherness, I hear. It’s a disaster that they’re all 
missing. Nobody knows what to do.” 

Erec felt bad. “I’d like to help with that. There is something I need to do 
first, though.” 

Haenry said, “We are thankful to you, Erec. You saved King Piter, and 
therefore you helped us. How may we repay you?” 

Erec’s jaw dropped. Did he hear right? Were these the first people that 
understood what he had done and didn’t think he was a liar and a cheat? His 
breathing eased. 

“Well, I need to get to Lerna and find my brother and sister. Can you help 
me get there?” 

Haenry roared, making Erec jump. “Of course Pll help. Anything for Erec 
Rex, hero of Otherness.” 

Erec started feeling pretty good. This was working out much better than he’d 
expected. His stomach growled, and he realized how hungry he was. He sipped a 
steaming drink in front of him. In the next moment he slammed the cup down. 
His mouth was on fire. Vaerna raised the massive eyebrow crossing her 
forehead. “Don’t like root scotch?” 

“N-no,” Erec said as politely as he could. He hesitantly picked up a piece of 
slimy meat. It tasted like gooey metal, but he was starving, so he ate a little 
more. 

“Sorry,” Vaerna said. “All I had left over was giant mosquito liver.” 

Erec dropped the rest back onto the plate and gagged. 


Erec and Jam spent the night on the floor on pillows, each the size of a mattress. 


In the morning, they graciously turned down more giant mosquito liver. As 
always, Jam parted his hair far to the side and slicked it down with some gel he 
carried in his coat. Erec wondered why. It made him look silly. He had just 
started looking more natural, too, after most of it had worn off. 

Jam excused himself and returned a few minutes later with berries and wild 
chicory leaves on a small silver tray he had stashed in his dress coat. “A good 
butler is prepared for anything.” He pointed at bushy green leaves with a round 
orange fruit. “Solanum macrocarpon. The gboma eggplant. Leaves are good for 
boils and throat difficulties, sir.” 

Erec looked at the tray in awe. “How did you know about this stuff? And 
have the tray?” 

“Tt’s my gift.” Jam’s eyes twinkled. “I’m always prepared to serve.” 

The wild vegetables and fruit tasted so good Erec finished the whole tray. 
Immediately, he felt bad he had not saved some for Jam. “I’m sorry.” 

“No problem at all, sir. Young sir must eat first. Jam will help himself 
outside.” 

Haenry kissed Vaerna good-bye with a sound like a truck hitting a tree, then 
walked outside with Erec. “Well,” he growled, “let’s see your map. Pl try and 
figure out where we are and how to get to...Where did you say you are going?” 

“Lerna.” Erec’s heart sank. “You don’t know the way?” 

“No, never been out of Polyphemus. No reason to go.” Haenry shook his 
head. “People look too strange other places for me taste. But Cyclopes are very 
good at tracking things. I can follow almost any footsteps if I need to. So let’s 
see your map.” 

Erec held out his empty hands. “No map. I guess we’ll have to walk until we 
find something.” 

They walked through the trees until Haenry suggested that Erec and Jam 
each ride on one of his shoulders. From then on they moved much faster. Even 
so, Erec wished they knew where they were going. They could well be walking 
straight away from Lerna and out of Otherness as far as he knew. Hopefully they 
would find someone soon who could tell them which way to go. 

Out in the middle of nowhere they came upon a huge metal box with a glass 
front that glistened between the pine trees. Haenry walked close, and Erec could 
see it was a vending machine filled with small gray balls. A sign at the top read, 
“Worm aniballs. Three for a gand.” Erec laughed. Why would anybody want 
worms out here? He couldn’t see a lake to fish in sight. 

Soon after, they came to another vending machine in the woods, this one 


selling animals of all shapes and sizes. The sign on the machine said, “Pets. One 
for two shires.” These were not aniballs, but real rabbits, dogs, cats, mice, birds, 
and turtles sitting on little shelves. They looked like they were talking to each 
other, but Erec could not hear what they were saying. For a moment he was 
tempted to buy a pet hamster, but he quickly realized that this was not the time. 
Haenry nodded toward the animals. “Snack anyone?” 

“Uh, no,” Erec said. “I don’t think so.” 

Before long, they found yet another vending machine in the forest. Erec 
looked into it with curiosity. An old man sat scrunched up inside on a small 
shelf. His legs were crossed, barely able to fit in the tight space. A long limp 
gray beard and mustache hung down his face, and he gazed into the distance as if 
the sight of Erec, Jam, and Haenry wasn’t worth a glance. The sign on the top of 
the vending machine said, “Advice. One for a shire.” 

One advice for a shire? This was too good to pass up. Erec had a pocketful 
of change and saw no reason not to try it. “Why don’t we each get some 
advice?” 

He handed silver shires to Jam and Haenry. Jam put his shire into the advice 
machine first. The old man inside took a puff on his pipe and tilted his head. 
“You should stop waxing your hair down. You look stupid.” 

Jam’s face dropped. Erec looked away, embarrassed. The old man was right, 
though. Jam had a pleasant face, but he did make himself look ridiculous the 
way he slicked his hair to the side. 

Haenry eagerly put his shire in, not in the least put off by what had the old 
man had said to Jam. The old man gazed at the Cyclops with a bland look and 
said in an uncaring monotone, “Your daughter, Vaeronicae, loves you and 
Vaerna. She ran off to find true love, but now has learned that the truest love is in 
the hearts she has known all along.” Erec thought it was funny to hear the man 
say such flowery things with such a dry voice. 

Haenry, on the other hand, threw his hand over his heart and howled so loud 
that Erec jumped. He ran around screaming like a wild man for a minute, then 
threw himself onto the forest floor, sobbing. “Me Vaeronicae, me dear daughter. 
We have sent her from our hearts, ne’er to return. We are such fools in the world 
of love, such pathetic wastrels.” Haenry really did look pathetic, howling and 
sobbing. It was odd to hear such a gruff-looking creature nattering on about, 
well, the same kind of things that made him holler at the talk show he had been 
watching. Erec decided that Cyclopes, even if they looked tough, were 
ridiculously sentimental. 


It was his turn. He dropped a shire into the machine. The man’s stare bored 
right through him. “You are trying to find your way around in Otherness. Since 
you are very absorbent, you can ask the pointing pines to help you find your 
way.” 

The pointing pines? Erec looked around him. Plenty of pine trees were 
scattered among the other trees. Were these the pointing pines? 

He asked the man, “How do they work?” 

The man rested calmly, not batting an eyelash, as if he had not heard Erec. 

“T see.” Erec pulled out another shire and put it in the machine. “How do the 
pointing pines work?” 

The man answered with a tinge of sarcasm, “You shouldn’t care so much 
what people think about you.” 

No kidding. It was a problem, he knew, but it was not what he wanted to 
hear. He needed to know how to get around Otherness. “How do the pointing 
pines work?” 

When there was no answer, he kicked the machine. 

“That’s it.” Yet he knew what the old man wanted. He dropped another shire 
in. “How do the pointing pines work?” 

“The Archives of Alithea will make you embarrass yourself by forcing you 
to tell the truth.” The old man wore a satisfied gloat, as if he was aware that Erec 
already knew. The advice was getting worse and worse. Erec almost had 
forgotten what the man’s original advice was, about the pointing pines. 

“Haenry, Jam, do either of you know about the pointing pines?” They shook 
their heads. He thought about what the man had said about him. “Jam, what does 
he mean that I’m very absorbent?” 

Jam was pleased to help. “Young sir, being absorbent is a great thing. It 
means you are in touch with the Aitherplanes and the Substance that runs 
through them. The more absorbent one is, the more power one has inside. You 
could say you are at one with the energies around you. Absorbency lets you 
work with the Substance. King Piter is ultra-absorbent. He also has a device 
given to him by the Fates that makes him even more so.” 

“Oh, really?” Erec was curious. “What’s that?” 

“An Aitherpoint quill. If he thinks a question and starts to write with it, the 
quill will write an answer.” 

“He mentioned that quill before.” Erec’s eyes widened. “He said he wasn’t 
strong enough to use it yet. But if he could have found out where Danny and 
Sammy were...” 


“T don’t know.” Jam’s brows knitted. “The quill doesn’t always give direct 
answers. It can be pretty cagey.” 

Erec didn’t care about King Piter or his cagey quill. As usual, he would find 
his own way. 

He glanced at the old man inside the vending machine. He’d said to use the 
pointing pines. By now Erec had dealt with enough things himself, including his 
wild dragon eye, that he felt confident. He’d make the pointing pines show him 
the way. 


CHAPTER SIXTEEN 


The Pointing Pines 


Erec WANDERED THROUGH the trees, staring at the pines. Most of them did have 
long, green fingerlike points at their tops. Erec focused on one of them. “Which 
way is Lerna?” The pine did not move. 

Instead a swirl of pink appeared in the dirt by his feet, growing quickly into 
a snail covered with red hearts. He was sure it was another letter from Tina. Her 
snail mail seemed able to find him anywhere when he was outside. He pulled a 
sheet of scented pink paper from the shell. 


My dearest Erec, 

I can’t tell you how excited we all are that you are coming here. But I 
guess the most excited one is me. And you’re going to help us? That is so 
amazing. We always knew you were brave, but what you are going to do 
is the bravest thing I can think of. Those monsters are coming to attack 
us. It scares me what will happen when they get here. And it takes about 
the most selfless, honest, caring person I can imagine to stand up to 
them, especially knowing what could happen. 

But, because I know what may happen, I really am afraid for you and 
don’t want you to do it. I would rather you be alive, and still a hero to 
me, than dead. You are such an amazing person, and one of the few not 
from Lerna that sees things the way we do here. 

I am so proud that you saved those baby dragons on your first quest. 
I hope you might even be able to save the rest of the baby dragons that 
are missing from their families. Why shouldnt I wish for that? You seem 
to be taking on every other problem in the world! 

Alypium does stink. It once was a great place. I used to live there 
before my family was thrown out for not being the same as everyone 
else. But if they don’t appreciate you there, know that you’ll always have 


a place that really wants you here in Lerna. 

When you come, you can stay at our house if you want. I asked my 
mom and she would love it. And if you like springball we’ll get a game 
together while you’re here. That would be a blast—and Pll put on my 
uniform and cheer just for you! And no, I don’t use a remote control. And 
I’m totally psyched you liked my song. I’m learning it on guitar. If you 
want, I can sing it for you. 

Love and waiting, 
Tina 


Erec reread the letter five times, then stuck it in his pocket. Tina was so 
great. He wondered what she looked like. She sounded pretty from her writing, 
girlish from the hearts and pink perfumed stationery. She probably had long 
blond hair and blue eyes, or maybe wavy red hair, but no, he pictured her blond. 
Anyway, he couldn’t believe he’d be able to try a pickup game of springball 
there, and that Tina would cheer on the sidelines for him. He couldn’t wait to get 
to Lerna. It was true that he had to face the monsters—he had no idea how he’d 
fight off the snarling Hydras and dangerous vogum—but the army from Alypium 
should be there, and hopefully he’d get a cloudy thought. 

He tried not to think about that part. Anyway, he wouldn’t get there at all if 
he didn’t figure out which way to go. He gazed up at the pine tree tips, full of 
hope and excitement about Lerna. Show me the way, pines, he thought. Show me 
the way I need to go. 

Before his eyes, the pine tree tips all started bending in the same direction 
like rows of fingers pointing toward his destiny. “Look! Jam! Haenry! Check it 
out!” 

They all gazed in wonder as the pine trees bent slowly, silently, as if bowing 
to a king. 


Haenry took huge strides with Erec and Jam on his shoulders. Over their heads 
appeared an immense dragon sailing through the air, breathing fire, black wings 
flared against the blue sky. Its scales shimmered a dusky red. 

“Wow,” Erec said. “That was beautiful.” 

“Look.” Jam pointed. Behind some trees was a huge cavern entering a 
jutting rocky cliff. “Dragon territory.” 

Haenry looked ill at ease and walked faster. “I’m getting hungry,” he 


growled. “Let’s get out of this dragon settlement and Pll catch us a ginglehoffer. 
It’s dangerous here.” 

They passed a rocky cave on a hill. It looked familiar. Could this be 
Aoquesth’s cave? Erec felt that it was. “I think I know the dragon that lives 
there.” 

Haenry growled quietly, not wanting to attract attention. “Thinking you 
know a dragon won’t save you from it. Let’s get out of here.” He raced through 
the woods, trees whizzing by in a blur. Erec and Jam had to duck low on his 
shoulders to not get whacked in the head by stray branches. 

Eventually Erec heard music ahead. Yes, he was sure it was music, a sign of 
civilization. Lerna! He sighed with relief. Maybe he could find Tina’s house in 
time for dinner so he wouldn’t have to eat spit-roasted ginglehoffer. 

As they grew closer, they could see the spires and turrets of a village. The 
music, which sounded like it came from a carnival, grew louder as they 
approached. There must have been a special event going on. Maybe it was a 
parade in his honor. Tina did know he was coming.... 

Circus music flowed from a big red-and-white-striped tent, filling the town. 
The streets were desolate, except for one passing car that was jammed with 
about twenty people. It seemed like everyone was in the tent watching some 
show. They walked through a folded fabric opening and all heads turned to look 
at them. Someone ran from a giant ring on the floor in front of them. Erec kept 
walking, barely noticing that he, Jam, and Haenry had stepped into the ring. 
Suddenly, spotlights were on them. A mass of balls rolled onto the floor. Trying 
to get a look at the crowd, Erec was blinded by the spotlight, and he stumbled on 
the balls. He fell into Haenry, who knocked over Jam. The audience was 
laughing and applauding as he tried to get up, but he slipped on a mat covered 
with soapy water. He fell, his face splashing into a bucket of water someone 
shoved there at the right moment. 

The audience roared with laughter. Erec was not sure what was going on. It 
all happened so fast. Haenry said, “This is a clown settlement. Unless Lerna is 
only clowns, this ain’t it.” 

Erec squinted into the audience. Everyone’s skin had a white sheen and 
circles of bright makeup. This wasn’t Lerna. Tina wasn’t a clown, that was for 
sure. He wondered if the clowns might help him find his way, but they were 
having too good a time laughing at him, and he did not trust them. It was time to 
get out and keep going toward Lerna. 

The three stumbled toward the exit, but before they got there, each was hit 


square in the face by a gigantic pie. Erec blinked, and huge chunks of pie fell to 
the floor. He wiped another chunk off his cheek and licked it. It was chocolate 
cream pie, and it was good. He scooped the large chunks off his face and ate 
them. He picked the rest of the tin off the floor. It was better than ginglehoffer, 


anyway. 


Outside the tent, Jam produced white cloths for everyone to clean their faces 
with and found more berries and edible leaves. Erec looked up at the pine trees, 
asking them in his mind which way he should go. At first there was no response, 
but after he concentrated and relaxed, the pines began to bend, pointing in the 
same direction as before. 

Haenry helped Erec and Jam back onto his shoulders and started off. They 
trudged through the woods at breakneck speed. 

“Thanks, Haenry,” Erec said. “I would have never made it to Lerna in time 
on my own.” 

Through the trees, Erec could see a building on a distant hill. Suddenly, the 
whole building sprang into the air on four thick, wiry legs. It fell onto one pair of 
feet, then the other, and in this way it leaped and hopscotched down the hill and 
across a field. 

“Look at that!” Erec pointed. 

Jam squinted. “Ah. That would be a Vulcan store, sir. Hard to spot, those are. 
Before the MagicNet was invented, very few people could buy things from them. 
They’re hard to find when you need one, and they can be a nightmare to track.” 

The store leapt over a brook and bounded out of sight. “I wonder if that is 
where my mom bought our alarm clock, toaster, toothbrush, and coat rack.” 

“If they are animated objects, then likely yes, but she probably ordered 
online. Vulcan stores prefer Otherness, but one can occasionally find them in 
Alypium or Aorth. On rare occasions they have been seen underwater in Ashona 
as well.” 

Haenry stopped so suddenly that Erec and Jam shot from his shoulders into 
the leaves and bushes of the forest floor. Haenry sniffed. “I smell dinner. PIl be 
back.” In five minutes he returned with an ugly carcass slung over his shoulder. 
The ginglehoffer looked like a gigantic crab with one large, protruding eye anda 
huge circular mouth with rows of sharp teeth. Its body was round and six feet 
across. 

Jam raised his eyebrows. “How did you catch that thing so fast?” 


Haenry reached into his pocket. “I use these as bait. Never fails.” He pulled 
out a few marshmallows. With the help of a large stone, Haenry soon cracked the 
ginglehoffer open and began stuffing large handfuls into his mouth. “Have 
some,” he said. 

“Uh, no thanks,” Erec said. 

Jam nodded briskly. “Not hungry anymore, kind sir.” 

There was a stirring in the bushes, then a loud snorting sound. Leaves 
thrashed and a guttural noise filled the air. “Hruunkhh, hruunkhh, mooorrrhh.” 
Two huge bulls appeared behind the leaves. When they stepped forward, Erec 
could see they had giant, hairy human legs. One wore something that resembled 
ared skintight bathing suit, and the other white cotton underpants. 

Minotaurs. 

Erec remembered the minotaur that had attacked the kids at a party in the 
agora. Luckily he had gotten a cloudy thought then and stabbed it in the eye with 
a shard of glass. But there was no glass here and no cloudy thought. And the 
minotaurs looked hungry. They pawed the dirt with their human feet and waved 
their hoofed front feet in the air. 

Haenry did not look concerned. “Hey, fellas. Leave these guys alone. This is 
Erec Rex, here. He saved King Piter. We all owe him one.” 

The minotaurs did not look impressed. They snorted again and charged. 

Erec and Jam jumped and ran behind Haenry, who lifted them onto his 
shoulders. He kicked the minotaurs away with his foot. “Dumb animals. Let’s 
get going.” He took off across the forest with huge strides. 

Erec looked behind to see the minotaurs who had apparently given up and 
were now running at each other at full speed and bashing their heads together. 


It seemed they would never find Lerna. “How big is Otherness?” Erec asked. 

“Tt’s huge,” Jam said, “although I admit I have never been here before, sir. 
It’s all the protected wilds for the creatures that long ago were exiled from Upper 
Earth, and then from the Kingdoms of the Keepers.” 

“So are we on Upper Earth, then?” Erec was confused. 

“Yes, in a sense. Alypium is smaller, up in the Himalayan Mountains. There 
is a golden dome of mist around it that keeps anyone that is not familiar with 
magic from seeing or entering it, and it keeps the climate nice too. Otherness is 
spread through parts of Nepal, Tibet, and Myanmar, up through the Tien Shan 
Mountains of China and parts of Russia. It is in areas where Upper Earth people 


can’t go. Either the wilderness is too rough in those parts or Baskania put spells 
on those lands to keep people away.” 

“And where is Ashona?” 

“Why, in the Pacific Ocean, sir. Of course. Another protected area. And 
Aorth is underground, with segments under each of the earth’s seven continents. 
Very large, indeed.” 

Great. If Otherness was that large, they would never get to Lerna, let alone 
in time to save the twins and stop the monsters. Finally, Erec saw clusters of 
mud-colored huts amid some hills. This was not how he pictured Lerna, but at 
this point he didn’t care what it looked like. It was getting dark, and he was only 
too happy to climb off of Haenry’s shoulders and walk toward the little 
settlement. 

A very small man darted out of the shadows and looked them up and down 
suspiciously. He could not have been taller than two feet. The man had glowing 
amber eyes, which mischievously peeked through the long white hair that settled 
over his face. A red pointed cap sat on his head. Erec was amazed to see long cat 
whiskers growing from his nose. 

“Eeh?” The man looked them up and down. “Watch yee all doing here? Did 
the trolls sent ya’s? Well, tell °em we know how to keep our mouths shut. And 
stop sending us threats or, or...” He shook his fist at them. 

Erec fought the temptation to pick the little man up. “The trolls didn’t send 
us. We are looking for Lerna. Do you know where it is?” 

“What-a>?” The little man asked. “Never heard of it. And I’ve heard of 
everything around these parts.” 

“Which ain’t much.” Another little man with a pointed blue hat, cat 
whiskers, and glowing amber eyes poked his head around the corner. He ran to 
Erec, Jam, and Haenry and looked them up and down, shaking his head with 
disgust. “They’re biggies, all right. And no tails on ’em either. Let’s take them to 
our biggies then, see what cooks up.” 

The two small men led Erec, Jam, and Haenry into the cluster of mud huts. 
Two normal-sized men were talking on the corner. When they turned around, 
Erec could see they both had slim brown tails like cows. 

Around a corner stood two tall women who looked perfectly human, until 
they turned around, and Erec saw they had long white cow tails poking through 
holes in the backs of their skirts. The man looked at them suspiciously, and Erec 
noticed a few of the women were poking their heads around the comer. 

The little man in the red cap grabbed Erec’s and Jam’s wrists as if he had 


captured them himself. He made his voice extra gruff. “I found these creatures 
hanging around and acting all suspicious. They say the trolls didn’t send them.” 

The little man in the blue cap grabbed Haenry’s wrist and puffed his chest up 
like he was proud of his capture. Then he glanced up at Haenry and must have 
thought twice, for he slowly lowered his hand and backed away, bowing in 
apology. 

“Thank you,” one of the human-sized men said. “Who may you be, then?” 

“Just travelers,” Jam said. “We are looking for a city called Lerna. Do you 
know where it is?” 

The men shook their heads, as did the women who had come out to stare 
with interest at these individuals with no tails. 

It seemed Erec would never find Lerna. “Do you have a place we can stay 
tonight?” 

After much chattering and nodding, a man spoke up. “We are the Hulder 
people. Welcome to our little village. It seems Tomte and Nisse, our gnomes, 
brought you here, so we owe you a good meal and a place to sleep.” 

At the mention of this, Tomte and Nisse hung their heads in shame. “Are you 
sure you’re not with the trolls?” 

After Erec, Jam, and Haenry reassured the gnomes that they were not, the 
Hulder folk brought them steaming plates of delicious meat, scrambled eggs, 
cheeses, and breads. Erec was so hungry he practically inhaled the food, making 
a point of not asking what it was. “Your tails look funny.” Erec bit his tongue. 
There went those annoying Archives of Alithea again. Real smooth. 

The women giggled, pointing at him and whispering, he was sure, about his 
lack of a tail. 

Haenry had just asked for his fourth helping, when he growled, “This is Erec 
Rex with us here. You all should know you’re helping a very important person.” 

At once, the Hulder women shrieked, running away, hands over their 
mouths. One dropped an entire platter of cooked apples on Jam’s head. The men 
stepped back, looking pale. One asked, voice trembling, “What are you doing 
here? We can’t tell you anything. We don’t know anything. Just go away and 
leave us alone.” 

Erec and Jam looked at each other. Well, that was interesting. If there ever 
had been any reason to think these strangers were hiding a secret from him, this 
was it. It seemed about the most suspicious thing he had heard anyone say. And 
Erec was through with secrets. “You know who I am?” 

The Hulder men and women who had gathered back around him, staring in 


curiosity, all vehemently shook their heads. “Oh, no. No.” “No!” “No.” They 
looked like they were trying so hard to convince Erec that he almost laughed. 

“But you went nuts when you heard my name. You must’ve heard of me 
somewhere.” 

“Oh, no. Never.” “Not at all, no.” “No.” 

“Yeah, right.” Erec glanced at Jam. “What secrets are you keeping from me, 
then?” he asked them. “Do they have to do with the monsters in Lerna?” 

The cattle-tailed people looked at each other in confusion and shrugged. 
“Monsters in where?” 

Erec frowned. “Do your secrets have to do with who my father is?” 

“No.” A man waved him off. “We don’t have any secrets, okay? We’ll give 
you a place to sleep tonight, then you’d better leave us alone.” 

Erec was not satisfied. “I want to know any secrets you have about me now. 
I’m tired of people keeping everything from me.” Nobody seemed to be paying 
any attention to him. “Do you know where my brother and sister are?” 

The Hulder folk shrugged and walked away. Jam cleared his throat. “Does 
your secret have to do with the trolls?” 

The tailed people reacted with shock, shaking their heads in a frenzy. 
“Absolutely not.” “Trolls? Never heard of them.” 

Jam winked at Erec. “Methinks they doth protest too much.” He tilted his 
head. “So the trolls are planning something, then?” 

“Oh, no.” The Hulder people waved their hands in front of them wildly, 
shaking their heads. “Absolutely not.” 

“T see.” Jam pondered a moment. “Does this something have to do with 
Erec’s second quest?” 

The men and women tilted their heads as if they had no idea what Jam was 
talking about. “Hmm,” he murmured to Erec, “I guess not.” He squinted, eyes 
roaming over the small crowd. “Have the trolls threatened you, then, if you told 
their secret?” 

Again, there was an uproar of denial, making it clear that they had, indeed, 
been very much threatened. Although this seemed like a way to get answers out 
of the Hulder folk, it took a long time. The villagers seemed to sense that they 
were revealing too much, and they began to disappear into the buildings. One of 
the Hulder men offered Erec a bed in his house that evening, and another offered 
one to Jam. Somebody told Haenry he was welcome to sleep in the barn with the 
gnomes. 

Erec followed a Hulder couple to a small hut made of packed earth and 


straw. They pointed him to a tiny room with a bale of straw for a bed. Erec was 
frustrated. What were they hiding? How could he find out? Then he remembered 
something that he was carrying. 

He took the Archives of Alithea out of his pocket and stumbled, letting the 
scroll slip through his fingers onto the floor. The Hulder man picked it up and 
held it out to Erec, but he did not take it back. “What is the secret you’re keeping 
for the trolls?” 

The man crossed his arms. “The secret is that they’re hiding the baby 
dragons in Trollebotten Cave in Jotnar. Baskania is going to kill them all two 
days after the Monster Bash in Lerna.” The Hulder woman looked at her 
husband in shock, mouth hanging open. “Kajsa, what are you saying?” She put 
her hand to her forehead. 

Kajsa looked to be in as much shock as she was in. “I don’t know. I just told 
him.” 

Erec asked, “Why is Baskania going to kill the baby dragons?” 

Kajsa straightened and said, “He’s harvesting their eyes so he can have many 
dragon eyes to make himself more powerful. Their eyes were too young to work 
right at first, but now they’re ready.” He looked sick and started to walk in 
circles. “Why am I saying this to you? You must have put a spell on me.” 

Erec looked sternly at him, as if he had indeed worked some kind of spell. 
“And why did you want to hide this from me in particular?” 

“You are Erec Rex.” Kajsa looked defeated, as if it was not worth even 
trying to resist. “You are setting things right. You saved King Piter from 
Baskania. You will probably save the dragons too.” 

“Don’t you want the baby dragons saved?” 

Kajsa’s wife piped up, seeming now resigned to telling Erec everything. “Of 
course we want the dragons to be saved. We’re afraid, that’s all. The trolls come 
here and take our food and treasures. They tell us things and then threaten us if 
we spill their secrets. If you race off to save the dragons, and the trolls find out 
we told this to you...” 

“Don’t worry,” Erec said. “Nobody will ever find out that you told me. I 
think I’d better go now.” 

The man nodded, handing Erec back the scroll, completely unaware of its 
power over him. 


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN 


Trollebotten Cave 


Bator anp DAMON Stain walked through the thick oak doors of the Inner 
Sanctum of the Green House. Balor pushed against one of the doors as he went 
in. As he thought, it would not budge. Only Baskania, the Shadow Prince, could 
open and shut them. The doors slammed shut behind them. 

The room was dimly lit and twinkled like a firefly convention. Hundreds of 
candles around the room threw glittery light on the gems encrusting the walls 
and the gold furniture. Baskania enjoyed sparkling images, fine artwork, clean 
lines, and modern design. Balor guessed that was because he had so many eyes. 

“No, Balor.” A hoarse whisper echoed from behind a large desk. “It’s 
because I’m old. I’m sick and tired of looking at ugly junk and pathetic people. 
You’ll understand someday. The only things worth anything are beauty and 
power.” 

A collection of eyes glowed behind the sculptured desk. As Balor walked 
closer with his brother, he saw that the eyes belonged to Baskania. He sat in a 
velvet chair, eyes covering his face, neck, arms, and hands. Slowly, the eyes 
melted into his flesh. They left deep pits, making him look like a sea of holes. 
Then skin stretched over them, swallowing them, until his face became a flat 
expanse of skin. Looking at him made Balor gulp. A sharp, bent nose erupted, 
followed by a deep gash that formed thin lips and a twisted smile. His black 
cloak fell over his arms. 

One steely, sunken blue eye with dark bags under it popped out, but only a 
deep dent sat where its matching one should have been. Baskania had removed 
his own eye to make room for Erec Rex’s dragon eye. But instead, Erec Rex had 
managed to get away with it. Unforgivable, but it would soon be corrected. 

Balor much preferred to look at the Shadow Prince as he was now, silver 
gray hair flowing into a sharp widow’s peak, sneer lines around his mouth. 
Beside him stood President Washington Inkle, so thin and trembling that it 


seemed he could be blown over like a leaf. He was tall and had a few gray hairs 
scattered over his bald head. His lips bore bright red scabs from his habit of 
biting them. 

Balor crossed his arms in front of him. He was important, chosen by the 
best, raised to the top. It was only a matter of time before he would be at 
Baskania’s side. Baskania had assured him of that. Then, before long, he would 
be Baskania’s boss. Nobody would keep him down. He was glad that the men 
posing as Danny and Sammy Rex were discovered. Now he had the chance to 
prove his worth, do an important job. 

Baskania’s voice was cold. “You know, Balor, this will be much easier once 
you and Damon give me one of your eyes. Then I can see what you see and 
know what you are doing, wherever you are. If you are going to spy on Erec Rex 
for me, I will need to look through your eye whenever I want.” 

Balor grabbed his brother’s arm in fear, but quickly let go, hoping Baskania 
didn’t sense his fear. 

“Don’t be afraid, boy. It won’t hurt...for long, that is. Your pain is my gain, 
right?” His cackle made Balor’s stomach rise into his throat. 

Damon swung around to look at Balor. “Should I whack him—” 

“Shut up!” Balor interrupted. He looked at Baskania and the president. 
“Sorry. He’s an idiot.” 

“We know,” Baskania purred. “But, luckily for him, a precious idiot. Now 
tell me about Erec Rex.” At once, he bared sharp teeth, and his eye darkened 
with anger. “I don’t like what I see in your mind. Out with it!” 

Balor found himself shaking. “Erec Rex is missing. He disappeared from 
Alypium without a trace. Bethany Cleary is still at the castle, though.” Who was 
this jerk to make him feel stupid like this? He had done a good job. It wasn’t his 
fault that the stupid kid was gone. 

Baskania eyed him silently. He stroked a silver eye in his hand. A coal center 
showed through the hole that was its pupil. 

Suddenly, pain crushed Balor’s body. A great force shoved him onto his 
knees, and then threw his face onto the floor, arms outstretched in front of him in 
a deep bow toward the Shadow Prince. Damon bowed on the floor at his side. 

Baskania tittered, looking at President Inkle until he joined him with an 
uncertain giggle. Soon they both roared in laughter. “You,” he snorted to Balor, 
“actually think you are worthy of my presence.” He sniffed, a cold eye staring 
through his mirth. “You flubbed the simplest task I could have given you. And 
I’m training you fools, with your lamb of a brother, to follow in my footsteps? I 


need to know where Erec Rex is. We no longer need him alive. I’ll deal with the 
Fates myself if I have to, so you can draw the next quests from Al’s Well 
yourselves.” 

He sneered at President Inkle. “Find Erec Rex. Do whatever it takes. He is 
an obstacle. It’s time to kill him, now, before he gets more power from that 
Amulet of Virtues. Plus, he has my dragon eye. I want it back.” 


Erec found Jam after pounding on a few doors. “We have to get Haenry. I just 
found out what the Hulders’ secret is.” 

Jam rubbed his eyes. His hair was beginning to perk back to life after some 
of the wax had rubbed off. Erec thought he looked much better. “But, young sir, 
what can we do about it? We don’t even know where Lerna is. It’s certainly 
nowhere in sight.” 

“True, Jam. But I know exactly who needs to know this information right 
now.” 

Haenry was asleep in a stable. They woke him, which was no small task, and 
involved throwing rocks into his side and jumping on his stomach. “Haenry, the 
dragon hatchlings are in danger. We have to run back into dragon country, and 
fast.” 

Haenry jumped up and helped Erec and Jam back onto his shoulders. Then 
Haenry ran through the night, branches whizzing by and occasionally scraping 
Erec when he wasn’t careful. They passed the clown village and continued deep 
into the wilds. 

“T hope this is the same way we came.” Erec heard loud wolflike howls that 
did not seem too far off. He noticed the moon was full and had a bad feeling that 
the cries might not be from wolves. At least Wolfboy would be safely locked up 
in his padded doghouse tonight. He thanked Bethany in his head for arranging 
that. 

The night became blacker as Haenry ran nonstop. He was excellent at 
tracking, as he had said, and was following their old path with ease. 

As they ran near rocky cliffs and outcroppings, Erec squinted, looking for 
Aoquesth’s cave. “I think that’s it.” He pointed at a dark cave on a hill. “Let’s 
check it out.” 

They tiptoed up to the dark cave entrance. Erec could hear a low rumble 
from inside. “Aoquesth?” he called into the blackness. There was no answer. He 
tiptoed in, chills running through his shoulders. It seemed like ages ago that he 


had been here, getting the very eye that he was looking through right now with 
Aoquesth’s own eye attached to its back. 

“Get back here,” Haenry quietly growled, grabbing his shoulder. “What are 
you thinking? That thing will slash you head to toe and ask questions later.” 

“He knows me. It’s okay.” Erec hoped Aoquesth remembered him. It seemed 
he would, after guarding a dragon eye for ten years for him. But he also 
remembered Aoquesth had evened the score with his father by giving Erec his 
eye. Maybe now there would be no reason for him to treat Erec differently than 
anyone else. Well, the lives of the baby dragons of Otherness were on the line. 
Erec had to warn him. 

Jam stepped into the cave behind Erec, but Erec turned and held his hand up. 
“No, Jam. You better stay out with Haenry. Aoquesth doesn’t know you, and I’m 
not sure what he would do to you. Plus, if there are more of us it might startle 
him, make him attack or something.” 

“Young sir,” Jam whispered, “please let me go in for you. I will explain to 
Ao...the dragon that I am with you and tell him about the hatchlings. There is no 
need for young sir to risk his life.” 

“Really, Jam, it’s okay. Thanks for offering to put your life in danger for me. 
But he doesn’t know you, and he has all these rules about humans. You don’t 
have a chance in there.” Haenry did not need any persuading to stay back with 
Jam. 

It was dark in the narrow passage that led from the cave entrance, much 
darker now at night than it had been before. The rumbling noise sounded like a 
snore. It grew louder as Erec felt his way down the rocky tunnel toward the huge 
cavern. Then the rumble stopped. 

A dead silence filled the cave. The dragon must have sensed his presence 
and woken. Erec was struck with fear. What if this was no longer Aoquesth’s 
cave? What if he remembered it wrong? What if another dragon lived here now, 
one that would not care who he was or what he had to say? He remembered 
Aoquesth asking if he preferred to be lightly toasted or deep fried, saying that 
humans were good snacks. 

He closed his eyes and steadied his breath. The dragon hatchlings were in 
danger. Baskania was going to kill them all at once and take out all of their eyes 
for his own. He couldn’t imagine how much power Baskania would have then. 
Erec still didn’t know how to fully use his own dragon eye, but he was sure 
Baskania would know exactly what to do with his. 

He took another step. This time he had no Magiclight, and there was no light 


streaming from the inside of the cavern. The dragon could be waiting for him at 
the end of the tunnel, mouth open. 

A stream of fire raced toward him in the tunnel. Erec dodged out of the way, 
pressed against the cave wall. A snort of steam filled the passage, making it so 
hot Erec broke out in a sweat. Fire raced through the tunnel again, this time 
singing Erec’s sleeve. 

“Aoquesth?” Erec’s voice trembled. 

“T see somebody knows my name. Do you think that will save you from your 
fate, foolish human?” 

“Tt’s me, Erec Rex.” Erec held his breath, praying Aoquesth would 
remember him and that it would matter. He thought about what happened with 
Patchouli. He had looked at her with his dragon eye and they could read right 
into each other’s thoughts. If only he could get a cloudy thought now he could 
look at Aoquesth. 

“Walk closer to me,” the dragon said. Erec thought it sounded like 
Aoquesth’s voice. He hoped it was. “I want to see you.” 

Shaking, Erec walked up the tunnel. A light began to fill the huge, gem- 
encrusted cavern, falling on countless tables of treasure and magical goods. 
Enormous stacks of gold bricks lined the round room. On display was an 
amazing collection of suits of armor and weaponry that had obviously been 
taken from humans who had overestimated their own abilities. Aoquesth must 
have peeled off all this gear like the shells of peanuts before being eating the 
hapless humans who wore it. 

And there was Aoquesth. There was no mistaking him. Gigantic muscles 
rippled under scales that shone a deep red and purple-black hue. Blood red 
spines cascaded down his back to the tip of his tail, and huge black wings rippled 
beside him, unfolding slightly and closing over him again. His immensity and 
sheer power took Erec’s breath away. 

The dragon tilted his head. “Erec Rex. My, this is a surprise. And waking me 
up in the middle of the night, too. I don’t suppose you think you’re free to come 
marauding through my treasure just because we have once met.” 

Erec shook his head, tried to force words out before it was too late. “N-no. I 
came to warn you. I found out where the baby dragons are.” 

“Hmm. Do come in, Erec.” Aoquesth backed into his cave and sat by the 
same onyx table where Erec had once played chess with him. “Please, have a 
seat. I promise I won’t harm you until I hear you out. Then we will see what 
riddle I will give you. An easy one or a hard one.” 


Erec remembered Aoquesth’s rule about giving a riddle to humans that 
entered his cave. Only if they could solve them would he spare their lives—and 
usually the riddles were too hard to answer. He took a breath. “I’ve been trying 
to find my brother and sister. They’ve been kidnapped. I think they’re in Lerna 
and will be fed to monsters unless I get there fast enough to save them.” 

Aoquesth nodded. 

“So a Cyclops has been helping me and we were looking for Lerna. But we 
found this little village. The people there knew a secret, and I tricked it out of 
them with magic. They told me where the baby dragons are. I found out 
Baskania captured them to harvest their eyes. The hatchlings are old enough 
now, and their eyes are ready for him to take. The trolls are hiding the hatchlings 
for him in Trollebotten Cave, in Jotnar. Baskania is going to kill them all two 
days after the Monster Bash in Lerna. We ran as fast as we could to tell you.” 

Aoquesth breathed out steam in silence. “Erec Rex, you are like your father.” 
They sat awhile looking at each other. “Thank you. Unfortunately, most of the 
dragons are out on hunt, looking for signs of the hatchlings. I would be out too, 
but I haven’t been well. There is likely nobody here but me, and we don’t have 
the time to hunt other dragons down. We should act now. Am I correct to assume 
you will help me?” 

“T will.” Erec’s mind spun. He wasn’t sure what good he could do. He wasn’t 
nearly as powerful as Aoquesth. But then he thought about Danny and Sammy. 
“If I help you free the baby dragons tonight, will you help me fight the monsters 
in Lerna tomorrow?” 

“Tt would be my pleasure.” Steam poured from his nostrils. 


Haenry fell backward in shock when Aoquesth emerged from the cave. Jam 
looked frozen, mouth agape. 

Aoquesth nodded at them and then said to Erec, “Oh, I almost forgot your 
riddle. Let’s see. I don’t really have time to help you, so I’ll give you the 
simplest one I can think of. Please consider it well, and do your best. I would 
really hate to have to eat you, given what we are setting out to do.” 

At the mention of eating Erec, Haenry fainted into the grass. Jam rushed 
over and fanned his face. Haenry’s eyes slowly opened, looked at the dragon, 
then slammed back shut. 

“Okay.” Aoquesth sat on a large rock and extended his jointed wings fully. 
They glistened a deep, velvety black. “Who thought he was one thing and found 


out he was another, received a dragon eye, then went to save baby dragons, and 
used to look different until his mother changed his appearance?” 

Erec was afraid to answer even though it seemed obvious. If he was wrong, 
for any reason, would Aoquesth really eat him? 

Jam piped up. “Why, young sir, he must be talking about you.” 

Aoquesth nodded. “TIl accept that as a correct answer.” 

Erec sighed in relief. Everything would be fine now. They would save the 
baby dragons and rescue Danny and Sammy, all with Aoquesth’s help. There 
would be no more worries about how to deal with the terrible monsters in 
Otherness with a powerful dragon on his side. “Do you know where the 
Trollebotten Cave is in Jotnar?” 

“Yes. Jotnar is right next to Lerna.” Aoquesth pawed the ground. “Pll be 
able to take two of you on my back there now. Preferably the smaller two.” 
Haenry looked immensely relieved. “We’d better leave now.” 

Aoquesth lowered his head to the ground so Erec and Jam could climb onto 
his back. 

Erec asked, “Will you be okay, Haenry?” 

“Oh, no problem here,” Haenry bellowed. “I'll follow me tracks back to 
Polyphemus real easy.” 

“You go run along then,” Aoquesth said. “And if I find anything missing 
from my cave I will track you down.” 

Haenry took off at a run. “I’m going now, see? Far away from your cave. PI 
sleep under a tree.” 

“Oh fine, then.” Aoquesth sighed. He turned to Erec. “Just wait here.” 
Aoquesth grabbed a shocked Haenry in his talons and flew off the ground. 
Haenry turned white. “Pll take this one to Polyphemus so he won’t have to sleep 
under a tree. Right back, kids.” 

Erec told Jam what Aoquesth had said. Jam frowned. “I wonder why he’s 
not well.” 

Erec shrugged. “He looks okay to me.” 

In minutes, Aoquesth appeared empty-handed. He lowered his head to the 
ground. “Now climb on.” 

Erec stepped onto the dragon’s wide head, holding his horns. Then, holding 
one spine at a time and stepping on others, he scaled the steep climb on to the 
dragon’s back. Jam followed him up and sat behind Erec, and the two of them 
squeezed between Aoquesth’s spines and held on tight. 

Aoquesth lifted his head. “You do both understand that this is highly 


irregular, don’t you? I wouldn’t normally be caught dead doing this.” 

In a wondrous arch of his back and swipe of his wings they lifted off the 
ground. Erec stared at the ground below him, amazed. He could not believe he 
was riding a dragon. 

The earth dropped below them and they climbed through the air like a 
balloon that was finally let loose, like a shooting star. Trees sunk lower until they 
disappeared into a swirl of the night sky. It seemed almost as if Erec was the 
dragon himself, a part of that immense, beautiful creature he was riding. He 
gripped on to the spine before him for dear life. Behind him, he heard Jam say, 
“Ohh, sir, it’s so beautiful.” 

Clouds brushed by them, then shot downward as Aoquesth climbed higher 
than Erec thought possible. It almost seemed as if he was heading straight for 
orbit. The full moon glistened bright before Erec’s eyes, sparkling in more 
patterns and colors than Erec thought possible. It was as if its face radiated pure 
goodness into the atmosphere of the earth, and there was nobody else but them 
to feel and see it. Then, in a moment, the dragon turned and dove, spiraling 
downward in a controlled free fall. Erec closed his eyes, then pried them open, 
not wanting to miss a thing. He held Aoquesth’s spine so tight his hands went 
numb. Clouds swept past them and the ground rose up so quickly that Erec felt 
sure they would crash straight into it. But Aoquesth climbed upward again and 
then settled back down for a smooth landing. 

He put his head down and Erec and Jam climbed off. They were on a grassy 
knoll in a small clearing in the woodlands. The dragon’s wings sagged and he 
panted a little. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t be tired this easily. I haven’t been myself 
lately.” 

“What’s wrong?” Erec asked. 

“Oh, just five hundred years of wear and tear. It wouldn’t be so bad if I 
hadn’t lost my dear Nylyra a hundred years ago. That changed everything, you 
know.” 

Erec looked around. “Is the cave near here?” 

Aoquesth nodded. “A short walk. When I flew over it I saw two trolls 
guarding it in front. No surprise really. We better see what’s happening there 
before we decide what to do.” 

Erec was surprised the dragon did not want to burst into the cave, flames 
flying, and rescue the hatchlings right away. Maybe five hundred years had 
snuffed his fire a bit. Or maybe he really wasn’t feeling well enough. Erec tried 
not to think about that. 


Around a hillside was a cave, very different from the rocky one in which 
Aoquesth lived. It was more of a deep pit in a grassy hill that looked like it went 
straight downward. Aoquesth was right. Two unusual-looking men stood before 
the pit opening. 

Very unusual men. 

One of the men had three heads crammed next to each other on short, tough 
necks. The head on the left had wild black hair sprouting in all directions and an 
equally dizzying beard. The head in the middle was clean-shaven and bald with 
gruff features and a single, thick eyebrow. The third head had delicate features 
and green hair sticking straight up. Erec thought he looked slightly out of place. 
The other man looked more normal, except that he had white spiky hair and was 
carrying another head under his arm that joined in the conversation. Both men 
were huge, thick, and looked like cavemen in their filthy, sleeveless, cloth tunics. 

“Are those trolls?” Erec whispered. 

Aoquesth nodded, and steam rolled into the night. “They’ll do anything for a 
pocket of gold. It’s their weakness.” 

Erec thought about it. “What do they spend it on?” 

Aoquesth whispered. “They just hoard it. Not that there’s anything wrong 
with that, of course.” Erec thought the piles of treasure in Aoquesth’s den would 
put any troll to shame. “But one must have values, you know. Rules. Ideals. 
Trolls have none of those things. They’d sell their grandmother for something 
shiny.” 

The two trolls with five heads between them were having a great time 
yelling and arguing with each other. Erec could hear the one with green spiked 
hair growling, “It’s three o’clock. Time to take them out for their exercise.” 

“Oh, shut up,” said the bald head. “You don’t know how to relax.” 

“Yeah?” The first one turned to fully face the bald one, a fierce look on his 
face. “You don’t know how to not relax, you lazy bum. Always making us sit on 
our duffs, lounging around.” 

The bald one looked pleased, and spit at the first one. “It’s not my fault if our 
body listens to me when we have disagreements. I just have the best suggestions, 
that’s all.” 

“The laziest suggestions.” The first head bit his ear. 

“Can’t youse two ever shut up?” the hairy head roared. “I can’t get a 
moment’s silence here.” He turned to commiserate with the head being held in 
the other troll’s arm. 

Jam whispered, “Three in the morning doesn’t seem a nice time to exercise 


the hatchlings.” 

“Tt’s not,” Aoquesth said. “But trolls can’t be out in the sunlight or they turn 
into stone. Plus, this gives them more protection from the hatchlings being 
seen.” 

“So,” Erec said, “in the daylight they won’t be guarded?” 

Aoquesth snorted. “Oh, they will be all right. Just from the inside of the 
cave, not in the sunlight. The trolls will be in there sleeping near them all day. 
But they wake up in a flash, don’t doubt that.” 

The troll holding the head began to toss it up and down, much to the 
amusement of the other heads. “Cut it out. Let me alone!” 

The hairy head growled, “It won’t be long before we get paid and will be 
done with this smarmy job. Standing here with the likes of youse.” 

“Buts we better do it right,” the green-haired head offered, “or the Shadow 
Prince will put us all out of our misery for good.” 

Suddenly Erec felt sick. His stomach clenched and he was overcome with 
dizziness. In a flash, everything was green. It looked like daytime. Huge webs of 
Substance hung around him. He waited with dread to see a preview of what 
would happen to him. Something in Trollebotten Cave with the trolls? A fight 
with the monsters in Lerna? 


There was no fighting, no trolls, nothing at all. Only green, and the 
Substance, and it was closing in, zooming up to him. It was like the nothingness 
around him was growing and swelling until it swallowed him up. He felt fainter, 
lighter, as if his very life was seeping out of him. 


And then it was over. He was back in the night by Trollebotten Cave. 

He wiped sweat off his brow. Jam looked concerned. “Is young sir all right? 
Should I find a tonic in the woods?” 

“I’m okay, Jam.” Erec did not want to think about what this premonition of 
his next cloudy thought might mean. This time he had actually felt his life 
leaving him and had felt powerless to do anything about it. 

Aoquesth watched Erec. “You are learning to use your eye, I see.” 

“Learning to use it?” Erec was not sure he would call it that. “More like it’s 
using me.” 

“Let it for now. Later you will find out how to make my eye work for you.” 


Erec had almost forgotten it was Aoquesth’s eye. “But, as you see, a dragon eye 
can look into the future.” 

“You can see the future?” Jam asked. 

“Yes,” Aoquesth and Erec answered at the same time. Erec laughed. “Only 
at times for me, and not too well.” 

“T can also see the future, but it’s a bit more controlled. It is actually not 
something we dragons do much. If you were able to read your future at a glance 
you would understand too. You enjoy things less when you are always trying to 
control things instead of just living. Like my dear Nylyra dying. I might have 
been able to prevent it. Who knows? But had we spent our time together 
avoiding death we would not have truly lived and loved. The time we did have 
would have been lessened. Oh, a few dragons do that, I guess, but they’re not 
generally happy. Most of us save looking into the future for important matters.” 

Jam looked confused. “The future you see is not set in stone then? You can 
change it?” 

“Yes,” said Aoquesth. “It is the future that will happen naturally, unless I 
knowingly alter it. I am given that choice.” 

“Tsn’t this important enough to look into the future?” Erec asked. “The lives 
of all the baby dragons are on the line.” 

Aoquesth pondered this. “I think you are right, Erec. A few dragons have 
tried to see the future to tell where the hatchlings were but could not do it. 
Maybe it was too far away in time then. But we are about to save them now. I 
will look to see if our rescue will work, and if I must change things, then I will. 
Pardon me a moment.” He rested his head on the grass. Soon, a green light 
beamed from his eye, shining on the plants and trees ahead of him like an 
unearthly beacon. 

The dragon held so still Erec wondered if he was breathing. Then, at once, 
he exhaled and his eye shut. Aoquesth shook, rumbling, as if an earthquake was 
erupting inside of him. Erec and Jam stared. Was he okay? Had this hurt him 
somehow? 

The dragon sniffed and raised his head. He looked calmly at Erec. “I am all 
right now. I am ready to proceed with this.” 

“What did you see?” Erec asked. 

“No.” Aoquesth shook his head. “It’s enough that I have seen. There is no 
reason to discuss it further.” 

“Can you tell me at least if Danny and Sammy will be okay?” 

“No, I can’t.” Aoquesth seemed resolute, so Erec reassured himself that at 


least someone knew what to do. 


Erec was tired. “What now? Should we break the hatchlings free?” 

“We watch them,” Aoquesth said. “They’ll be brought out for exercise soon. 
Then we’ll make our plan.” Erec wondered why they didn’t make a plan now, as 
Aoquesth knew what would happen. 

Soon the trolls entered the cave and came out leading a horde of dragon 
hatchlings in metal collars attached to a long chain. There must have been fifty 
of them, scales of all colors glistening in the moonlight. They yipped and 
squeaked, stumbling over each other and flapping their small black wings. One 
or two lifted a bit off the ground before the chain pulled them back down. They 
were so cute Erec felt his heart melt. He wanted to go save them now, if he only 
had a clue how. “Why don’t you breathe fire on the trolls, Aoquesth? We’ll free 
them right now.” 

“T can’t, Erec. I am running out of energy, and I need to save it all for 
something I will have to do. Just watch and think of another way to save them.” 

This was not what Erec wanted to hear. The dragons tried to frolic as much 
as they could on their chain, running around in the grass and crashing into one 
another. One of the little things was upside down in its collar, its feet sticking up 
out of the grass. Erec resisted the urge to run over and set it upright. 

The trolls took little interest in the dragons, their many heads arguing and 
laughing at each other. Erec noticed a flask hanging off of the belt of the three- 
headed troll. “What do you think that is?” he asked. 

“Ah,” Jam said. “I’ve heard that trolls carry a magic flask of spinacia plasma 
to make them strong enough to lift huge loads. Is that true?” 

Aoquesth nodded. “If I wasn’t so tired I could get rid of these trolls right 
now. I’m afraid Pll have to rest. As I said, it’s important that I save my energy 
for later. But you can steal into the cave when the trolls are asleep and rescue the 
dragons. I can’t tell you how you do it, since I could only see the future from my 
perspective. I was not able to see what you did in there. But I know you can do 
it.” 

“May I go with you to help, sir?” Jam asked. 

Aoquesth nodded. “You go too. But for now, both of you need sleep.” 

Erec was glad to lie on the grass near Aoquesth. He could barely hold his 
eyes open. 


Jam awoke Erec as the trolls walked back to the cave entrance. “Well,” said the 
head that was not attached to a body. “Only one more night of this and we’ll get 
our chunks of gold.” 

“None too soon.” The other yawned. “Time to head in now. I see a hint of 
color. The sun will be up soon.” 

They climbed into the cave, pulling a chain attached to a huge boulder which 
then slammed into the cave entrance, closing it. It didn’t seem possible to get 
into the cave now, but Aoquesth had sounded confident that they could. 

Dawn arose and the golden sun gleamed off of Aoquesth’s scales. Erec 
stared at the cave, heart sinking. It was bad enough having to rescue the baby 
dragons himself, but when he thought about fighting the ferocious monsters in 
Lerna in two days, it was overwhelming. “I wish Haenry was still with us. We 
could use all the help we can get with the monsters. If only there was some way I 
could contact him.” 

“You could send him a snail mail,” Jam said. “Don’t you have an envelope 
in your pocket?” 

Erec pulled out the shell envelope from Tina’s last letter. “I don’t know how 
to make it go where I want. Won’t it just go back to Tina?” 

Jam pulled paper and a pen out of his coat, prepared for everything as usual. 
“The snail will know what to do. It can find anyone when they’re outside.” 

Erec wrote: 


Haenry, 

Thank you so much for all of your help. I could not have found out about 

the baby dragons and gotten out here near Lerna without you. Tomorrow 

we need to fight the terrible monsters that are coming to attack the 

citizens of Lerna. I wonder if you are able to help us in any way. If you 

could come here that would be great. Or if it’s too hard I understand. 
Anyway, thanks again for everything, 

Erec Rex 


He put the letter in the shell, told it to find the Cyclops Haenry in 
Polyphemus, and watched it vanish into the soil. 

Jam disappeared into the woods and came back with his silver tray full of 
fruits, berries, and edible leaves. He handed a cluster to Aoquesth. “It’s 


Portulaca oleracea. Good for just about everything, even for dragons.” 

Aoquesth thanked him and munched the leaves. “Not bad. Needs a little 
hippo meat to go with it.” 

“Look what I found, young sir.” Jam waved a cluster of leaves with 
excitement. “Colea zacachi, the dream herb. A little of this will help us move 
like we’re in a dream. It may keep us from being noticed as easily.” 

Erec thought about the size of the trolls, and he hoped so. 


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN 


A Hole in the Substance 


Erec ann JAM waited a few hours so the trolls would be in a deep sleep. Then 
they each stuffed some of the Colea zacachi leaves in their mouths. The leaves 
tasted like thick, hairy caterpillars that squished slime onto his tongue when he 
chewed them. He managed to swallow, and moments later he lifted slightly off 
the ground, as if he weighed almost nothing. Jam and Erec jumped and floated 
easily up before drifting down again, like they were on the moon. Erec was not 
sure if this would help them rescue the dragons, but it sure was fun leaping up, 
catching tree branches, and drifting gently back to the ground when he let go. 

Aoquesth lay still on the ground. Erec and Jam snuck to the edge of the 
grassy cave. There was a small crevice on one side where the boulder didn’t 
quite cover the entrance. It would be tight, but they could squeeze through it. 
The only problem would be getting the dragon hatchlings out through it, or 
getting themselves out fast enough if there was danger. 

“Are you ready, sir?” Jam asked. 

Erec nodded. “Let’s do it.” He squeezed through first, glad he was wearing 
his magical Sneakers so he didn’t have to worry about making noise. After he 
made it through the crack, he skidded down a steep tunnel, barely landing on his 
Sneakers. He remembered Aoquesth had said that trolls were light sleepers. Jam 
tumbled in after him. Erec held his arms out to catch him, but Jam bounced off 
of him and onto the floor. The Colea zacachi leaves let him drift down silently. 

It was dark in the cave, but a chorus of loud snores echoed in Erec’s ears. He 
held still until his eyes adjusted, then walked silently in his Sneakers toward the 
sound. Jam stayed where he was to keep from making noise. 

Around the corner, a very dim light showed the mass of sleeping dragons 
who were now on the trolls’ schedule. The two trolls were asleep, their many 
heads gurgling and snoring. One of the heads was drooling heavily onto another 
one’s eyes, causing it to wipe itself off in its sleep. Erec looked around the room 


to see if there was anything that could possibly help him. Other than a small pile 
of gold that the trolls must have brought here for comfort, there was nothing else 
in the room. Nothing but his wits, which seemed sadly lacking at the moment. 
Even though he could step quietly because of his Sneakers, he could not imagine 
getting the dragons out without the trolls noticing, especially through the small 
crack at the edge of the boulder. The dream herb he had managed to gag down 
did not seem like it would help either. 

If only he could have a cloudy thought now. But then Erec remembered what 
his last cloudy thought had been. It wasn’t reassuring. He remembered the 
feeling of doing nothing, staring into nothingness, his energy eking out of him. 
He pushed that thought out of his mind. There had to be something he could do. 

He noticed the flask that was still attached to the three-headed troll’s belt. It 
would give him strength, but how would that help? If he picked up the dragons 
in one scoop he would still wake up the trolls. Would it give him enough 
strength to overpower them? 

Well, he would not know until he tried it. With long, slow steps, he crossed 
the cave floor and ducked next to the three-headed troll. The flask was within 
reach, if he could only unhitch it without waking the troll. He leaned closer and 
saw that it was in a holster. When he put his hand on it, though, two of the troll’s 
heads grunted, and the troll rolled over, plopping a thick arm over Erec’s 
shoulders. 

Erec was pinned to the ground. Well, this was great. Now he would be the 
troll’s teddy bear until evening, when the trolls woke up, at which time he would 
become the troll’s breakfast. What if Aoquesth had seen the future wrong? He 
pushed as hard as he could, but the arm was like a lead weight. He could not 
even slide to the side. At least it wasn’t lower on his chest or he would have 
suffocated. 

The flask on the troll’s belt was now almost under the troll, but Erec could 
still see it. He strained, reaching as far as he could, until he felt the cool glass. 
His fingertips touched it, but he could not get it out. He sighed. If only he could 
do magic. Then he could get the flask, overcome the trolls, and stop the monsters 
in Otherness, no problem. 

Erec’s breath stopped. Magic. He had done some magic. There was no 
reason he couldn’t do it again. He slipped the remote control out of his pocket. 
Let’s see, how did it work? He remembered pushing the large button, saying 
something that could make things move. But how far would it move? And which 
way? He had not practiced it at all. 


He lay for a few moments in silence, trying to remember what word would 
make things move with his remote. A soft crunch resounded in the distance— 
Jam’s footsteps. No, he thought. Don’t come over here now. There’s nothing you 
can do. You will just wake up the trolls. 

There was another soft crunch, and the troll squirmed, gripping Erec tighter. 
It was obvious he had heard the noise in his sleep. There wasn’t much time 
before Jam woke them up. Erec had to act fast, if only he could remember that 
word. But even if he remembered it, what should he do? Moving the troll’s arm 
with a spell seemed out of the question. Whether it shot off of Erec or floated up 
high, it would surely wake him, and Erec would be history. No, the only 
possibility was to try to move the flask closer so he could reach it. 

The remote control felt slippery in his hand. It was brand-new. He had only 
used Rosco’s before, and he had absolutely no idea how well this one worked. 
Erec tried to point it at the flask, but he was not sure if he was also pointing it at 
the troll’s hip. That would be the last thing he wanted to move. 

There was another crunch, this time slightly louder as Jam grew nearer. Erec 
was grateful he was trying to help, but Jam had no idea what danger he was 
putting Erec in. What was the word? It was on the tip of Erec’s tongue. 

Then he remembered. He pushed the button. “Phero,” he whispered. 

The flask lurched from the troll’s holster, yanking his belt along with it. 
“What?” Two of the troll’s heads woke up and looked around in shock. Before 
another moment went by, Erec pulled open the flask and tipped it into his mouth. 

The fluid in it was green, and it tasted greener still, like lichen from the 
forest floor. Erec felt no different at all, but he now easily lifted the troll’s arm 
off of him. The tonic in the flask had definitely had an effect. 

All three heads of the troll were now awake and looking around, stunned. In 
a moment, six eyes settled on Erec, followed by four more from the other troll. 
“What’s this? We have a visitor.” The three-headed troll was rubbing his hands 
together eagerly. 

“Nothing like a nighttime snack, I always says.” The bald head laughed. 

“Save some for me,” the bodiless head complained. “You never save any for 
me.” 

Jam looked stunned. “Please, take me. Let this young sir go. He’s too small 
for you anyway.” 

The green-haired head looked at Jam, laughing. “Okay, we’ll let him go... 
until after we finish you off. He’ll make a good dessert.” 

Erec picked up the three-headed troll, holding its wrists behind its back. Jam 


looked at him in amazement, unaware he had drunk the spinacia from the troll’s 
flask. The trolls also seemed stunned. “Well, now, there’s no reason for this,” the 
hairy head said. “Set us down and we’ll talk man-to-man, seeing as how you’ve 
got a little more in you than most other’n.” 

Yeah, Erec thought, like your spinacia plasma. Erec set the troll down and 
tried to look menacing. 

“Don’t look at us like that,” said the bodiless head. “We can still overpower 
you when we want. First we just want to know who you are and why you’re 
here.” 

Looking at them, it did seem that they could overpower him if they worked 
together. Maybe if he fought them both at the same time, Jam could sneak the 
baby dragons out. But, then again, if the trolls were getting a hunk of gold to 
guard the dragons they weren’t likely to let them go. And Jam would certainly be 
crushed in any fight. There had to be a better way. 

Erec fought the urge to blurt out the answer to the troll’s question. The scroll 
in his pocket made him tell the truth, but if he thought hard enough he could 
choose which truth to tell. Could he could trick them somehow? “I have 
something that you would want. We can make a trade for the dragons.” 

All of the heads began laughing at once. “That’s a good one.” “Oooo-eee!” 
The troll slapped its side. “And what, pray tell, is this fine treasure you carry that 
we'll end up with anyway before the day is through?” 

Erec pulled the Archives of Alithea out from his pocket. “This is a magic 
scroll that makes you tell the truth when you hold it. Would you like to see it?” 

After some growling and fighting over which troll got to hold it first, the 
white-haired one took it, setting its other head on the ground. “Doesn’t look too 
exciting to me.” 

“Just try it,” Erec said. “Try to lie.” 

The troll muttered, stumbling on his words. “I can’t. But I don’t really know 
what to say.” 

“Maybe this will help,” said Erec. “Who is paying you to guard these 
dragons?” 

“Why,” the troll muttered, “the Shadow Prince. He’s harvesting their eyes.” 
The troll looked around in shock. “I can’t believe I told you that. Here, try it.” 
He handed the scroll to the three-headed troll. 

Erec looked at him. “What will it take for you to give me the dragons?” 

The troll that held the scroll answered, “There is nothing you can do to get 
them. The Shadow Prince is too powerful. If we break our promise to him that 


will be the end for us.” He laughed. “But don’t you worry; we’ll take this 
treasure anyway after we eat you for breakfast.” 

Jam clucked his tongue, shaking his head with a sad look. “If you did, that 
would be a shame for you, kind sirs. I have something much better to give you, 
more riches than you’ve ever seen before. Surely you would like to see what that 
is before you eat us, or I won’t be able to give it to you.” 

The trolls looked at Jam with new interest. “More treasure?” the hairy head 
asked. “This gets even better.” 

Jam looked at Erec, an eyebrow raised. “Yes,” he said. “Outside is the most 
tremendous treasure ever. You just have to step outside to see it. But you need to 
do it now.” 

The trolls were laughing and sneering at once. “That’s the oldest trick in the 
book. You want us to step outside into the light of day, make us turn to stone. 
We’re not that stupid.” 

Jam shrugged. “Daytime is over, kind sirs. You’re awake, right? Do you not 
believe me? Watch, Pll hold the scroll and then you’ll know I’m telling the 
truth.” 

Erec held his breath, afraid of what would happen next. Jam picked up the 
Archives of Alithea. Before he spoke, he closed his eyes in concentration, 
making sure he didn’t spout out more than necessary. “Outside is the biggest ball 
of gold you will ever see. It is the greatest treasure we have on earth. If you wait, 
it will be too late and it will be gone from view.” He put the Archives of Alithea 
down. “You had better hurry if you want the treasure. I couldn’t lie to you when 
I was holding the scroll, now, could I?” 

The trolls foamed at the mouth, overcome with greed. One of the heads 
shouted, “He said it’s night now. He couldn’t have lied with that scroll.” Another 
nodded. “Let’s go!” The trolls raced to the cave entrance, leaving the unattached 
head behind, and threw the boulder out of the way without hesitation. 

Warm rays of sunlight shone down on the trolls’ faces. They quickly turned 
to stone. 

Erec looked at Jam in wonder. “How were you able to lie when you were 
holding the scroll?” 

“T didn’t.” Jam winked. “The biggest ball of gold was outside, our greatest 
treasure, the sun!” 


Jam and Erec led the chained dragons outside into the light. Jam was looking 


much better now that his hair wax had worn off. The dream herb helped them 
bounce easily up the tunnel with armloads of the hatchlings. They were still 
chained together, so some dangled in the air as others were scooped up, but they 
got out quickly. The little things looked around, blinking, unused to the sun. 
Aoquesth was waiting nearby. “Good job, Erec. I am glad to see things have 
gone as expected.” 

Erec studied the dragons. “You won’t be able to carry them back, will you?” 
There was no way they would fit on Aoquesth’s back, even if he was strong 
enough. 

Aoquesth shook his head. “There is another way.” 

In the distance, the faint sound of trumpets and snare drums rose over the 
hills. It grew louder, enough for Erec to recognize the music. It was the same 
tune he had heard the marching band playing in Alypium the day he was chased 
by the mobs of angry villagers. He remembered the parade had been led by the 
tiny General Moreland and wondered if he was in Otherness now. 

Erec looked down at the dragons. How was he going to get them to safety, 
back to their homes far away in another part of Otherness? Baskania was 
supposed to be directing the army marching into Lerna for the Monster Bash. If 
he was nearby, how could Erec get the dragons by without him noticing? If only 
he could safely hide them somewhere until the Monster Bash was over. He and 
Aoquesth could find their parents then, somehow sneak them back home. 

He wondered if there was anybody he could trust to hide the dragon 
hatchlings. Probably not. Certainly the Alypians had bad views of dragons. He 
remembered Miss Ennui’s lecture and the dragon effigies in the parade. 

Miss Ennui. Erec closed his eyes. He had forgotten. She had told him that if 
he missed another of her classes he would be kicked out of the quests, sent back 
home. Not that he had the choice of staying in Alypium anyway. But he 
wondered if he would be allowed to do the second quest, to stop the monsters in 
Lerna. Well, even if it didn’t count for anything, he would still do his best to 
save Tina’s family. And he had Aoquesth to help him, so he really had a chance. 

If only there was a place to hide the dragons. Baskania would be here soon 
after the Monster Bash, and he would not let them go easily. He would uproot 
every shrub in Otherness to search for his prizes. Where could they go where 
there was no trace? Not anywhere in this world. 

Then Erec realized what he needed to do. The dragons had to hide in the 
Nevervarld, the place behind the Substance, the place of no magic at all. Most 
humans could not survive there, but he remembered that dragons could last there 


for days. And the Nevervarld, with its complete lack of magic, of Substance, 
would be one place where Baskania would have no power. 

There was a hole into the Nevervarld in Nemea, but without nitrowisherine 
to help him, he would never find it again. He tried to remember what he had 
heard about the hole, think if there was a way to find it again. The woman in the 
MagicNet had told him it was made by the searing power of a dragon’s eyes. 

He looked at Aoquesth. “Can you make a hole in the Substance?” 

Aoquesth nodded. “Yes, with your help. You are thinking of hiding them in 
the Nevervarld, and it does seem the only option now. We would never get these 
hatchlings home before Baskania began to search for them. And it would take 
too long to find their parents now. Someone else might find them first.” 

Erec frowned. “Are you sure they can they live in there?” 

“Only a few days, at best. Beyond that I don’t know. They will eat the lion 
skin flowers.” He sighed. “After I help you, you must come back for them as 
soon as Baskania is gone. If you lead them into Nemea and the wilds near where 
my cave is, their parents will see you are bringing them to safety. I am afraid that 
if you go to the parents first, they might roast you before they heard what you 
had to say. We’ve become pretty skeptical of humans.” 

“But won’t you help me find their parents?” 

Aoquesth snorted. 


Erec remembered what the Substance and the Aitherplanes looked like through 
his dragon eye. “Aoquesth? Can you see the Substance all the time?” 

“Yes. It’s a perk of being a dragon, along with some others you may discover 
someday, having one of my eyes. Well, I have been saving my energy. Opening a 
hole in the Substance is no easy task.” 

“How do you do it?” Jam asked. 

“I see it,” Aoquesth said. “I see deeply into it until I can cut it with my 
sight.” 

Erec frowned. “Why do you need me to help you?” 

“Because,” said Aoquesth, “you have my other eye.” 

Erec’s mouth dropped. So he would have to cut through the Aitherplanes 
with his eye? It seemed impossible. He could barely control it, let alone use it for 
a purpose like that. “How do I...” 

Steam gushed from Aoquesth’s nose. “I will show you. Are you ready?” 

Erec nodded, not sure he felt ready for anything. 


“Tt’s best we do this now,” Aoquesth said. “Jam, do you have a pen?” 

Jam produced a pen from a pocket. 

“Good. Now mark one of the petals of that small daisy there.” Jam dotted a 
spot on the flower. 

Aoquesth motioned to Erec. “Sit next to me. We will both stare at the spot 
that Jam drew. Concentrate. Bring your dragon eye forward and look through it. 
See the Substance...” 

“Wait a minute,” Erec said. “I can’t just bring the dragon eye out. It does it 
by itself sometimes. I don’t know how to work it.” 

“Well,” Aoquesth said, “it’s time you learned.” He took a breath. “Dragons 
are pure, Erec. We are creatures of the air, true to our natures and our hearts. In 
order to work your dragon eye, you need to think like a dragon. You need to pull 
from yourself the most pure emotion you have. Love. That is what dragons are, 
you know, creatures of love. You may not understand, see us shredding our prey, 
killing those who cross us. But we need to eat and protect ourselves. Inside we 
are very close to the Aitherplanes and the magic in them. And that is love, too. 

“That is why Thanatos Argus Baskania will never get the full use out of any 
dragon eyes he has. He could use them all right, but only from the other side, the 
way that is much more limited in its power. He would use them with his hate. 
And the future it would show him would be warped, and he would destroy that 
future because of it. It is not only important that we save these hatchlings so they 
can live. It is also vital, maybe even more so, that Baskania does not get one 
hundred dragon eyes to add to his power. He would see things he could never 
understand; change the future without pause. And that would destroy all of 
existence.” 

Chills ran down Erec’s neck. He had not known what was at stake. “Tell me 
how to make the hole, Aoquesth.” 

“First, you must bring out my other eye. Use your love, Erec. Focus, not on 
people or things that you love, but on the love that is in you. What you have 
within. Your pure emotion. Focus.” 

Erec did focus. He closed his eyes and sensed deep inside of him all the love 
he had in his life. Images of people and things shot through his head, but he dug 
deeper and thought about what was underneath, and that was himself. He felt 
good, in touch with the earth and all that was in it. He was at peace. 

He opened his eyes, and everything was green. Big wads of white netting 
shone in the air. This time, Erec felt connected with them, and the magic that lay 
within them. 


“Very good.” Aoquesth’s voice rung clear. “Now let us both focus on the dot 
that Jam drew on the flower petal. We will look into it, with our eyes, and see. 
Really see. Every thread of Substance that is in that spot will show itself to us as 
we concentrate. And as it becomes fully clear, and we see it for what it really is, 
we may speak to it. Move it. Change the Substance in this small spot of the 
world.” 

It sounded like no small task, but Aoquesth’s voice sounded sure and Erec 
felt confident. He looked at the spot that Jam had drawn. It was a small black 
mark on a tiny white petal, but it was clear. Erec looked harder. The netting of 
the Substance hung around it, but did not seem to lie in that tiny spot. It had to 
be there, he was sure. 

He squinted, looking harder. What had Aoquesth said? To really see it. But 
how? Where was it? 

Love. He could hear Aoquesth’s voice in the back of his mind. 

And that was all it took. The love he felt poured out into the spot. What 
appeared before his eyes was amazing. It was an unveiling, a giving of 
something to him, a showing of secrets, an opening. For he could now see the 
layers that existed in every plane that was there, and they were beautiful. He 
went closer, not in body but in his mind. As he approached them they grew for 
him and split into all of their parts, each more fascinating than the next. So this 
was magic. This was how it worked. It was the lifeblood of the universe. 

Erec had no idea how long he had been exploring the Substance, or what 
Aoquesth might have been doing. But the further he got into its depths, the 
closer to an end, the more layers separated out into more parts until it became 
obvious. It was infinite. And it was love. 

This realization sprung upon him, changing him somehow. For now he could 
not only see the gorgeous patterns but he could feel them, understand them. It 
was time to ask them to change for him, for the dragons, and for the sake of the 
world. 

Without averting his eyes, Erec asked with every ounce of his heart. And the 
Substance said yes. He pushed into it with his vision, moving things, changing 
them. He separated out the small webs and the smaller ones, aware that someone 
else was working alongside him, helping him carve the path. A hole was 
appearing. He could see it now. And he had to make it grow, make it big enough. 
And even though the Substance was letting him, it was hard. Because the hole 
was emptiness. Nothingness. A gap in what was important, and it scared him. 
But he could not let his fear stop him. He had to push forward. 


The nothingness grew around him, sucking the self out of him like a vortex. 
He pushed further, giving every bit of himself to make the change, but he did not 
know anymore if the change was inside or outside of himself. Every bit of 
energy was sucked out of him, burned up in the fire of making and unmaking. 
He felt fainter, lighter, like he was disappearing altogether. 

Then, finally, blackness took over completely. 


CHAPTER NINETEEN 


Hat Head and the Drenchers 


There was a cold feeling on his face, some kind of wet rag. Erec was not sure 
where he was. He forced his eyes open. Nothing was green anymore. The sky 
was beginning to darken. 

Jam leaned over him, blotting his forehead. “Is young sir all right?” 

Erec nodded. 

Jam produced a spoonful of thick brown liquid. “To get your spirits back, 
sir.” He hesitated, his voice sounding tender and concerned. “You have a white 
streak in your hair now, from what you’ve gone through, sir.” 

The medicine tasted nasty but woke Erec enough that he propped himself up. 
Aoquesth was lying beside him, eyes open. “Did we do it, Aoquesth?” 

“Yes, Erec. Jam marked the hole for us by replanting a fig tree in that spot. 
You must remember that it is about thirty feet away from the Trollebotten Cave 
entrance.” 

“Okay.” It sounded to Erec like Aoquesth was not planning on helping him 
get the dragons back to their parents. That was all right. Aoquesth had helped 
enough, and he wasn’t well. Erec understood. He sat up, feeling stronger as the 
medicine Jam had mixed took effect. 

Erec extended his arm toward the fig tree and watched his hand disappear 
into the hole. Little snaps of static electricity jolted his skin. He reached around 
in the hole, feeling the strange, tingly dryness of the Nevervarld before pulling 
his hand back out. “I don’t think we should leave them in here too long. It didn’t 
seem very safe in there. And they’re little, too.” 

Jam smiled. “I wish I could take the dragons in, sir. You have been through 
enough today.” 

“Tt’s okay, Jam,” Erec said. “No other humans could survive in there. If I 
didn’t have Aoquesth’s eye I would have died the first time.” 

Jam led the small dragons up to the hole in the Substance, patted a few of 


them on their heads. Erec took his magical Sneakers off and put his feet into the 
hole, watching as they disappeared from his view. He could not go in past his 
waist, however. “Hmm. I wonder why?” Then he realized what was in his 
pocket. He took the Archives of Alithea out, handed the scroll to Jam, and with a 
push, he jumped in, leaving only his head and arms in the world that he knew. 
Surprised, he saw the Amulet of Virtues hung on his chest into the Nevervarld. 
Why could it go in if other magic things wouldn’t? Maybe it was because it was 
almost a part of him. He hadn’t ever put it on—it had just appeared on him after 
his first quest. 

Erec grasped the ground with one hand and reached for a dragon with the 
other. He tried to ignore the way he felt, as if his legs and body were numb and 
floating in outer space. The earth under his hand steadied him, and he clung to it. 
The little dragon wandered haplessly up to the hole, and Erec pulled it through. 
As he did, his own head dipped into the Nevervarld. 

He gasped. As much as he was ready, he had forgotten the tingly feeling that 
surrounded him. Empty nothingness extended forever, everywhere. It was 
already starting to pull him out of himself. Swirls of black and white flecks 
encompassed him, moving all over him and even through him. He could feel the 
lack of magic, of Substance, and it was a vacant, unreal feeling. Like swimming 
in static, endless seas of black-and-white static, and watching while he turned 
into static too. In the distance he heard a familiar sound. Thank you. Yummm. 

The dragon baby looked as shocked as he was. Its yellow scales glowed with 
more intense brightness than Erec had ever seen. He reached to its face, trying to 
reassure it. 

And then he could hear it. He could hear the dragon’s thoughts. Where am I? 
What is happening ? 

It’s okay, Erec thought. You’re in the Nevervarld. You’ll be protected here. 
Soon you will be with your parents. For some reason the baby dragon trusted 
him, he could feel it. Sharp little sparks stung Erec’s skin. His energy was 
flowing out already. 

I don’t like it here, the dragon thought. 

Erec didn’t either. He closed his eyes, squeezed his fists to get control. The 
chain felt cool and solid in his hand, something to grip, something real. He 
pulled it and another dragon fell into the abyss of the Nevervarld, this one 
glowing a wild green. Erec let go of the ground, and hand over hand, pulled all 
of the baby dragons through the hole. 

The colors and confusion rang like chaos in chaos, swimming reds and 


yellows, blindingly bright, lighting up the moving sparks of black and white. It 
was dizzying. Dragon thoughts resounded through the Nevervarld, echoing 
through Erec’s mind. What is this place? Are we dead? 

No, Erec responded. You are in hiding here, safe from the trolls. I will bring 
your parents to you, okay, little guys? 

They calmed down a bit, but Erec wanted to leave them with some of the 
lion skin flowers to eat. He looked for them, but other than the overwhelming 
colors of the dragons, he could not make out shapes in the swirls of moving 
specks. 

Okay. Think. How did he do this before? 

He was tired now, swimmingly, spinningly tired. Each particle that blew 
through him seemed to take a piece of him with it. Focus. Why was he here? Oh, 
yes. The dragons. The flowers. 

Where were they? He looked away from the dragons into the particles, 
hoping to identify something there. He was not sure if he was moving or holding 
still, but it seemed like shapes were forming and coming closer. What were they? 
The sparks struck him harder and sharper now, pulling more energy out of him. 
Where were the flowers? 

He tried calling to them over the mental noise of the dragons. Flowers, 
please help me again. These dragons need you. It seemed pathetic, asking the 
flowers to come and be eaten. But they had come to him before to be taken out 
of their world, as if they knew... 

Something soft brushed his hand. I am here. I will help. 

Erec sensed the flower and sent it toward the dragons. These will help you 
here. They will feed you and keep you well. Lion skin flowers gathered around 
Erec and the dragons. He could feel their good will. 

The voice of the Nevervarld echoed through him. You are not dead yet. You 
are the human with the dragon part. 

Erec knew there was not much time before he collapsed forever in the 
Nevervarld, but he had forgotten how to move, how to get out. Did it have to do 
with swimming or willing himself? He was so tired. The hole in the Substance 
shone through like a glimmer, but it could have been inches or miles away. Erec 
pressed through the void, struggling against nothing at all, moving or not 
moving. Something he could not identify pushed him, softly and steadily, as his 
mind began to fade. The hole grew closer, larger, until somebody or something 
gave him a great big shove and his head popped through. 


Erec shuddered with the hugeness of it all. Plants, trees, sky—it all glowed with 
so much color it hurt. He squeezed his eyes shut, but the colors of the sky 
pressed through, and the insides of his eyelids, with their red veins and brown 
shadows, overwhelmed him. At least the last time he had come out of the 
Nevervarld had been at night. Even then, the stars were too much for him. 

Jam leaned over Erec. “Sir, you are ice-cold.” He put his coat over Erec and 
slid the scroll back into his pocket. “Are you all right, sir?” 

Erec nodded. “Please whisper.” Voices, bird chirps, even the breeze was 
almost as agonizing as the feeling of the solid ground under him. He took a deep 
breath. It was okay, he told himself. Soon he would readjust, but for now, sleep 
was all he could bear. 


Erec awoke the next morning feeling much better, except for a strange ache at 
the front of his forehead. He touched it and felt a huge duckbill-like protrusion 
coming from his scalp. The enormous swelling stuck straight forward so he 
could see it if he looked up...but he could not remember banging his head. In 
fact, he could not imagine how hard he would’ve had to have hit it to create a 
lump that big. 

He sat up. Nearby on the grass, Jam was munching some nuts and berries. 
An enormous disklike protuberance ran in a circle around the butler’s scalp, 
making him look something like a flying saucer. He nodded to Erec. “I’m afraid 
we’ve come down with hat head. Could’ve picked it up from the clowns. It takes 
a while to incubate. Maybe our resistance is down. Hopefully we’ll find a doctor 
in Lerna.” 

Erec exhaled. Great. Just when it was time to meet Tina he was going to look 
like a freak. “I guess we should try to find the twins.” 

Jam nodded. Erec could not stop staring at his halo of skin. “Aoquesth is 
sleeping, sir. He said we should go on without him, promised he’ll meet up with 
us when he is needed at the Monster Bash. I think he needs his rest.” 

Setting off toward where they had heard the parade, they came to a hill. At 
the top, they could see a city in the distance that looked like a town in Upper 
Earth. They headed for it, sure it must be Lerna. 

After an hour’s walk they reached the outskirts of the city where a few 
houses and business lined the road they were following. Erec knocked on a door. 


Hopefully this person would be able to help him find Tina Amymone, and then 
he would figure out how to track down the twins. 

A man with a camouflage military hat and a wiry mustache answered the 
door and stared at them. Erec suddenly remembered that he and Jam looked 
deformed with their hat-shaped heads. He smiled, hoping to play it off. “Hi. 
We’re new here and I’m trying to find someone.” 

“Well, come on in.” The man was gruff. He puffed on his pipe. “I don’t get 
much company round here. Pll help ya.” He looked at Jam. “Looks like someone 
threw a flying disk through your head.” 

Jam shrugged. “We have hat head, I’m afraid. If you’d like us to step out so 
you don’t catch it—” 

“Nah, I don’t care,” the man said. “There’s a doctor around the corner, 
anyway. Doc Shandy. You might want to stop by the office.” 

Erec was relieved to hear there was a doctor nearby. Hopefully this defect 
would go away before Tina saw him. The man seemed genuinely glad to have 
company. “Well, not to brag,” Erec heard him explaining to Jam, “but I am quite 
the hunter. Bagged quite a few in my day too. Big and little ’uns, flies of all 
kinds. Even a few mosquitoes too. Want to see my trophies?” 

Erec thought he was hearing wrong, but on the wall hung hundreds of tiny 
plaques, fly heads mounted on each one. The man walked over to Erec and 
nodded. “Nice one, huh? I bagged that one with my bare hands two summers 
ago. Isn’t she a beaut? Check out this babe over here.” He pointed to another fly 
trophy. “Killer big, this one. Didn’t think I’d be able to get her home. And this 
one over here is my latest. Shot it in my neighbor’s backyard. It kept landing on 
the dessert so I had to take matters into my own hands.” He puffed his chest up. 
A row of tiny slingshots hung on the wall nearby. 

Erec and Jam glanced at each other. “Um, very nice,” Erec said. “We were 
just wondering if you knew how to find someone who lives in Lerna. Her name 
is Tina Amymone.” 

“Never heard of her. Of course, if she lives in Lerna proper you can look her 
up when you get further into town. Phone books and all. Out here we’re a little 
isolated.” 

Erec and Jam thanked the man for his help and set off toward town along the 
same road. Suddenly, rain began to pour down. Erec was drenched. He hunched 
his shoulders, slightly glad that his hat head was keeping the rain off his face. 
Strange, the sky had been blue and the weather perfect just a minute ago. In fact, 
it was still quite blue when he looked around. 


“Sir?” Erec looked back and saw that Jam had stopped walking. “You have a 
little rain cloud above you, sir. Following you.” 

Erec tipped his face up so he could see out from under the brim of his head. 
There was indeed a very small dark cloud over him, stopping when he stopped 
and moving with him. Rain poured from it onto Erec alone and left a trail of 
water on the sidewalk behind him. “Why is this thing following me?” 

Jam looked stunned. “I don’t quite know, sir. I’ve never seen anything like it 
before.” 

Erec was glad to find Doctor Shandy’s office around the corner. They 
entered and found a tall, young, dark-haired man sitting behind a desk. Nobody 
else was in sight. The rain cloud followed Erec into the office, soaking the 
floors. 

The man looked up casually. “Hello.” 

“Are you Dr. Shandy?” 

“Why, yes!” The doctor sounded surprised. “May I help you?” 

“Um, yes. We have a little problem.” Erec gestured to their heads. 

“Yes?” The doctor looked at them expectantly. 

“Well,” Erec said, “we both have hat head. And now I have this rain cloud 
following me, but I don’t know why.” 

“Got a case of the drenchers, eh? Nasty, they are. Soak you to the bone.” He 
nodded as if he found it fascinating, but he did not appear inclined to do 
anything about it. 

“Ts it curable?” Erec asked. 

“Oh, yes. Yes indeed.” The doctor nodded affably. 

“Well?” Erec waited to hear what the doctor suggested, but he just sat 
looking at them with a smile. 

Jam asked, “Sir, would you please cure us now?” 

“Oh!” The doctor stood. “I see. Well, let’s take a look.” Dr. Shandy circled 
around Erec and Jam with pursed lips, humming to himself. “Ooh. Look at that.” 
He stared at Erec’s forehead. “Such a bad case. Tsk, tsk.” He drummed his 
fingers on his desk, then disappeared into the back, returning with a large 
hacksaw. “I suppose I’ ll just chop off those bad spots, then.” 

Erec and Jam made faces at each other. Jam asked, “Aren’t there any 
alternative treatments, sir?” 

Doctor Shandy put the saw down. “Of course. There are always other 
treatments. Maybe some leeches.” He reached for a large bottle filled with fat, 
black, squirming creatures. 


Erec cringed when he brought one close with some tweezers. “No. I’d rather 

not.” 
“All right.” The doctor put the leaches away. “Yes, I suppose that never 
really works. How about this?” He pulled a dusty black bottle off of a shelf. 
Black steam shot out when he opened it. Jam waved it away. “Yes, I guess 
people generally do die right after that one.” He rooted around more on the shelf. 
“Here are some pills that can make you smart. Too bad they cause rebound 
dumbness when they wear off. A few university professors are addicted to this 
one.” Erec wondered if this doctor had been the one to prescribe the pills to 
them. 

“Ahh, I know.” Dr. Shandy looked relieved. “Some of this wine will be just 
the right thing. Have some.” 

“Will it help?” Jam asked. 

“Well, no, it never actually helps. But it’s a really nice vintage.” 

“T think we’d better go,” Jam said. 

Just then, a thin woman with long, wavy red hair floated into the room. She 
wore a gauzy white dress with a pink belt. Tiny white flowers in her hair 
matched her dress. “Troy, are you pretending to be the doctor again?” She 
crossed her arms. “Now apologize to these nice people.” 

Troy lowered his face and looked up at them, batting his eyes. “Sorry.” 

“Now,” the real Dr. Shandy said, “I see one of you has the drenchers. I’d 
better treat you both or you might come down with it later.” She nodded at Jam. 
“Oh, you have hat head too. Oh, dear. Well, come with me.” 

Erec and Jam sat side by side on an examination table. The doctor handed 
Erec a bucket to catch most of the water raining on him. “Have you been through 
a stressful situation lately? That can make you more susceptible to the 
drenchers.” 

Erec nodded, not wanting to go into it. She handed him a silver pill and a 
cup of sweet rose-colored liquid to wash it down with. She put on a reflective hat 
and gave one to Jam. “So the cloud doesn’t find us.” In moments, the cloud 
developed a silvery lining, stopped raining on Erec, and drifted from the room. 

“Ah, that’s better,” she said, throwing a towel onto the wet floor. “Now for 
your hat heads. Put these on.” She handed them metal cones that sat on top of 
their heads. The cones, which looked like old-fashioned hair dryers, blew warm 
vapor onto them. “They will get rid of the germs momentarily.” 

Erec felt his scalp ease. Other than the mild ache in his fingers left over from 
feeding the dragon hatchlings, he felt great. The cone had fluffed Jam’s hair, and 


he looked like a new person. 

Dr. Shandy accepted two gold rings as payment and looked up Tina’s 
address for them in a phone book. “It’s 111 Scylla Street.” On their way out, 
Erec saw that an unhappy Troy now had a drencher cloud over his head. 


CHAPTER TWENTY 


The Monsters of Otherness 


It was onty fitting that Balor and Damon Stain should ride in the plush 
palanquin with King Pluto and the Shadow Prince, while lowly Rock Rayson 
had to walk with the hordes from Alypium. Even Balor’s father, the great 
sorcerer Mauvis Stain, was not allowed up here. Balor knew he was superior to 
the lowly peasants out there. Yes, this was the way it should be. 

The palanquin, a silken tent with ornate velvet cushions, was held with long 
poles on the backs of Baskania’s more lowly followers. Baskania had 
soundproofed the fabric. As usual, he held King Pluto’s scepter, although 
everybody knew the one he really wanted belonged to King Piter. 

The king rested on pillows, layers of fur blankets covering his ermine robes. 
“Do you think we still need Danny and Sammy Rex, master? It won’t be long 
before the world is at our feet.” 

Baskania sighed. A third eye stared blankly from his forehead, and several 
peered from his palms. “They may still be useful. But you are right. I will soon 
have the power that I seek. After I dispose of Erec Rex, Pll have them killed as 
well. 

“Soon my dear grandmother will come back to me. Her death will no longer 
separate us. She will tell me the Great Secret, the prophecy revealing where the 
Final Magic is hidden.” A lazy smile slid across his face. “The moon and stars 
will bow to me then.” 

Baskania chuckled. The eyes on his palms darted back and forth, seeing 
what various followers around the globe were seeing. “If that is not enough, I 
will be filled with dragon eyes, mine to use as I may. My power will be 
unimaginable from that alone, more than all creatures on earth combined. But 
the dragon eye I desire most is attached to Erec Rex’s eye. I will enjoy extracting 
it, painfully, before I kill him. Thank you, Pluto, for locating him. He has fallen 
right into my trap. You’ve come through as usual. That idiot Washington Inkle 


couldn’t tie his own shoes without help.” 
Pluto smiled, looking appreciatively at his scepter. 
Balor chuckled. Erec Rex had it coming. And he would be there to watch. 


As they got closer to the center of the city, Erec noticed that the streets were 
filled with girls. But these girls looked different from any he had ever seen. They 
were tall and slender with long silver hair that swayed like molten metal when 
they walked. Their wide-set eyes flashed a steely blue, and most seemed fond of 
a glittery makeup that sparkled from the corners of their eyes. The girls were 
everywhere and all just alike. So this must be what Tina looked like. 

Erec thought he would ask for directions. A girl walked by with a swing in 
her walk that said she knew where she was going and she better not be messed 
with. He cleared his throat. “Um, excuse me. I’m looking for Scylla Street.” 

The girl swung around, silver hair sparkling as it floated on the breeze. Her 
eyes twinkled. “I live on that street. What do you need there?” She wore a short 
silver skirt, a shimmering white sleeveless top and knee-high silver boots. Her 
high cheekbones glittered pink. She seemed to sparkle everywhere. 

Erec bit his tongue. Don’t say it. Please. He knew the Archives of Alithea 
were trying to have their way with him. He forced the words out, sure he 
sounded like an idiot. “I...want...to find... Tina Amymone.” 

“Oh!” The girl laughed. “That’s great. We live together. My name is 
Rowena. Come with me!” 

Erec and Jam followed Rowena through the streets. The girls they passed 
were tall and shining, with an unreal air about them, almost as if they had 
walked out of a comic. They were beautiful, there was no arguing that. Erec 
began to worry what Tina would think when she saw him. She might be 
disappointed. At least she had seen his picture. Anyway, it didn’t really matter, 
he told himself. She appreciated what he had done, and he was there to save her 
from the monsters. 

Now that he was actually in Lerna and going to meet Tina, the whole thing 
was starting to feel too real. He could not imagine frightening monsters, Hydras 
and Valkyries, whatever they were, coming here and attacking everyone. This 
looked like a normal city in Upper Earth. There were movie theaters on some 
comers, clothing shops, restaurants. They walked onto what looked like a typical 
suburban street lined with houses, lawns, and trees. 

Rowena turned up one of the driveways toward a white Victorian style house 


with yellow gingerbread trim. Erec guessed Rowena was Tina’s sister. She 
moved with graceful, fluid strides up to the door, opened it, and disappeared 
inside. 

Erec and Jam stood at the open door. It did not seem right to barge in, and 
Rowena had not asked them. Something that must have been some sort of a 
servant creature working for the family scuffled up to the door. Erec had never 
seen anything like it. It was a head taller than him, with spiky horns and small 
beaded tufts of hair atop its head. Sharp teeth jutted from its mouth, and spikes 
shot from its long, dangling nose. Thick bumps and polyps covered its greenish 
skin. Three long tentacle arms hung at each of its sides, decorated with golden 
bangles, and ending in sharp, curved claws. But, oddest of all, a row of eyes 
stared at him from under the creature’s neck and around its shoulders, above its 
white dress. 

“Erec?” The creature had a surprisingly high voice. 

“Yes.” He smiled. “Is Tina here?” 

“I am Tina!” The thing smiled at him. 

Erec’s smile melted off of his face, and his jaw dropped. This was Tina? He 
had no idea she looked like this. It all made sense now, her talking about her 
people being different. She must have noticed his shock, for she giggled 
uncomfortably. Erec tried to explain. “I’m sorry, Tina. It’s just that you’re so 
ugly, that’s all. You’re hideous. I thought you were going to look like Rowena.” 

He could not believe what he had heard himself say. It was that awful scroll 
again, the Archives of Alithea, messing with him, making him say everything he 
didn’t want to. 

Tina threw her tentacles over her face and ran away, sobbing. Jam looked at 
him sideways, too polite to say “Good job, kid.” Erec dug the scroll out of his 
pocket and handed it to Jam, who looked at it and said, “Ahh, yes. That would 
explain your...behavior, sir.” 

Erec ran into the house calling for Tina. Rowena looked at him coldly. 
“She’s in her room. Maybe it’s best that you go.” 

“Please,” Erec stammered. “I need to talk to her. Give me another chance.” 

Rowena’s icy blue eyes narrowed. “Well, all right. But if you upset her 
again, I’m throwing you out myself.” 

He knocked softly on her door. “Tina?” 

He heard some sniffing. “Go away.” 

“Please. I didn’t mean what I said. I was holding a scroll that makes me say 
awful things sometimes. I don’t have it on me anymore. I am really sorry, Tina.” 


The door cracked open and one of her large amber eyes peeked through the 
crack. “Are you sure you want to look at me again? I might be too painful a 
sight.” 

“No, Tina. I’m sure. Please open the door.” 

The door cracked open more, and Tina stood there with fat tears streaming 
down her face. The tears fizzed and popped on her bumpy cheeks like they were 
carbonated. She sniffed. “Let’s sit in the study.” Erec glanced in her room and 
saw a huge poster of himself on her wall. He felt terrible. 

“Tina.” He considered holding her tentacled claw in his hand but then 
thought better of it. “I really like you. I loved your letters, and I couldn’t wait to 
get them.” He wasn’t sure how to take back what he had said. “Look, isn’t that 
what matters? I don’t mind the way you look, I just need to get used to you, 
that’s all. And Pd like to be friends, if that’s okay. That’s what this is all about 
anyway, right?” 

Tina nodded. “Okay.” She stared at her knees, claws scraping the floor. 

“T am such an idiot to have been holding that scroll when I first met you. Just 
understand that was not me talking. Our first real conversation is here, now, 
without that scroll. Erase everything you heard downstairs.” 

Tina sniffed. “Well, do you think I’m ugly then?” 

Erec laughed. “No. You take some getting used to because I’ve never seen 
anyone like you before. But look at your arms, like octopus legs. Those are 
awesome. You could do six things at once. And your claws are way cool. Where 
I go to school, in Upper Earth, all the guys would think you were amazing.” 

“You mean they would all be in love with me?” She looked at him 
suspiciously. 

“T didn’t mean that. Probably not. But who wants to fall in love, anyway? I’d 
rather be with a cool-looking friend like you.” 

Tina smiled. “Well, okay then.” She crossed a few of her tentacles. “I told 
the mayor I’d let her know when you arrived. The whole city wants to have a 
parade in your honor.” 

“Wow. I don’t know about that. I mean, it’s nice and all, but it’s a little 
embarrassing.” 

Tina shifted in her chair and patted down her dress. “So you’ve never met a 
Hydra before?” 

“No.” Erec laughed. “And I have no idea what I’ll do when I face them 
either. I heard that cutting off their heads only makes more grow, and they’Il 
slash you to pieces as soon as they look at you. I remember something about 


putting a bag over their heads. Anyway, I guess tomorrow is the big day.” 

Tina was staring at him in shock, her lower lip quivering. 

“Its okay,” Erec said. “I didn’t mean to worry you. I’m sure Pl pull it off. 
Things usually work out. And I have a dragon that’s going to help me, my friend 
Aoquesth.” 

Tina’s eyes narrowed into tiny, red slits and she burst into more carbonated 
tears. She clawed at the couch and looked at the door like she wanted to leave if 
only she could find the strength. Her face screwed up into a wrinkled ball that 
was lost in her spikes and teeth. 

“T don’t understand.” Erec began to wish he was somewhere else. What was 
he saying wrong? “Can you tell me what the problem is?” 

All of Tina’s eyes flashed at him in anger. “I thought you said you weren’t 
prejudiced. I thought you were coming to protect us.” A sharp sob burst from her 
and she covered her face in her tentacles. 

“Pm not prejudiced! Why are you saying that? And I am going to try and 
protect you. I’m sorry I don’t know exactly how it will work yet.” 

Tina’s tentacles crossed in front of her. “Well, why are you saying such 
terrible things about Hydras, then?” 

Erec raised his eyebrows. “Because that’s what they’re like, right? You don’t 
like them either, do you? Aren’t they coming here trying to hurt you?” He could 
not understand why she was saying these things. 

“Erec,” Tina spoke quietly, head tilted. “In case there was any way you 
couldn’t know this, I am a Hydra. Everyone in my family is a Hydra. The whole 
city of Lerna is filled with Hydras and our friends the Valkyries. I thought you 
knew that.” She shook her head. “You had to know that. And now you’re saying 
all these terrible things to me. First you tell me how ugly I look, then you say 
nasty, prejudiced things about Hydras.” 

It was Erec’s turn to be stunned. “But you never said that in your letters. I 
had no idea. I thought Hydras were different. I really did.” He stared at her. “I 
thought Hydras had lots of heads that were like snakes.” 

“No.” She gestured to the eyes protruding from above her shoulders. “These 
are remnants of the multiple heads our ancestors had before us. They’re handy. 
We can see in different directions at once, great for playing sports.” 

“But I even saw a picture of a Hydra this last summer, and it looked nothing 
like you.” 

Tina looked at him crossly. “Was it a photograph? Or a drawing? Because 
you won’t find a photograph like that. Baskania made all the artists in Alypium, 


Ashona, and Aorth register with him to make propaganda drawings for his cause, 
which is to make us look bad.” 

Erec thought about the MONSTER contest where he had seen the Hydra 
with long necks and big fangs. It looked lifelike, even moved, but from the back 
it looked like motionless cardboard. Whose decision was it to use those images 
for that race, anyway? The contest had been arranged by Spartacus Kilroy, who, 
it turned out, was reporting to Hecate Jekyll, Baskania’s follower. They had just 
been trying to set up a way to give the scepters to Balor, Damon, and Rock, so of 
course they would use negative images of Hydras if that was useful to them. 
Only why would it be useful to them? Erec remembered the race also made 
Cyclopes out to be terrible creatures, and Haenry certainly proved that wrong. 
And there was a ferocious dragon in it too. All lies. Of course, some of the 
things in the MONSTER race, like the giant mosquito, the minotaur, and the 
ginglehoffer, seemed fairly depicted. 

He turned to Tina. “Before I left, there was a huge parade in Alypium with 
nasty pictures of Hydras, and even dragons. I knew something was wrong when 
they made the dragons look stupid and evil. I should have questioned the rest of 
it too.” He looked in all of her eyes, one at a time. “I am so sorry, Tina. I had no 
idea.” 

Then something occurred to him. “Wait a minute. I thought you said in your 
letters that monsters were coming to attack you. Remember? I thought I was 
supposed to save you from them. What monsters would those be, then?” 

Tina said quietly, “The mobs of people from Alypium that are coming to 
hurt us, Erec. That’s what we call them here. They are the true monsters, Erec.” 


Erec called Jam into the room. “Jam, I’d like you to meet Tina.” 

“So pleased.” He held up the scroll. “Did you hear this thing was the cause 
of young sir’s unfortunate comments? Terribly sorry if you felt bad, modom.” 

“Jam,” Erec said, “I just found out. Tina is a Hydra.” 

Erec watched as Jam’s expression went from shock to fear to confusion to 
consternation to regret. “I am so sorry, modom.” He shook his head, seemingly 
at a loss for words. 

Erec was still trying to absorb this information. “But why would Baskania 
want people to think badly of Hydras? Wouldn’t that be a waste of time for 
him?” 

Jam shook his head. “No, Erec. It’s the oldest political trick in the book. 


Unite people by fear. They’ll all crowd behind the one who they think will save 
them. It could be about anything. Fear that certain people are nasty and out to get 
you, take your jobs, are smarter than you, stronger than you. Fear that the world 
is coming to an end, and only one person can save the day. Fear that another 
group is all wrong and will make mistakes to hurt you. Make people afraid 
enough and tell them you will save them, and you have instant power over them. 
Not the way decent people come to power, but unfortunately decent people are 
getting harder and harder to find.” 

Tina nodded. “Our family used to live in Alypium, and I had lots of friends 
like you there. But then, a few years after King Piter got hypnotized, Baskania 
Started a big campaign against us and the Valkyries. He got President Inkle to 
pass law after law saying we weren’t allowed to work at certain jobs, couldn’t 
play in parks, took away our rights one at a time. Then we all had to move into a 
small area in the outskirts of Alypium. But even that wasn’t enough, because 
soon after that we all got kicked out into Otherness. By that time most of us were 
glad to get out of there. We built a great city here, and we aren’t missing 
anything. 

“But Baskania didn’t want to let it rest at that. He had to keep the people 
afraid, I guess, to keep his power over them.” 

“So,” Erec said, “he’s told them you are coming into Alypium to ravage 
them and hurt their children. It’s silly. Anyone who talked to you would never 
think you would do anything like that.” 

“Tt’s amazing how some people respond to fearmongering,” Jam said. 

“But there are some people who don’t.” Tina smiled. “I still have a few 
friends in Alypium who remember me for me, and they won’t get into this whole 
vogum thing.” 

Erec tried to remember what that meant. “They’re saying that the vogum are 
Hydras and Valkyries that grow more powerful together...something like that?” 

Tina shook her head. “It’s pathetic, really. Vogum is our word for family. It’s 
our way of describing our close relationship to the Valkyries. We help each other, 
need each other, really. They help us cook and clean, teach us the ways of the 
stars. And we raise them from seeds, which isn’t easy. The methods of growing 
and raising Valkyries have been passed down for generations in the Hydra 
families.” 

“What do they look like?” Erec was curious. 

“You met Rowena, right? She’s our Valkyrie. She’s great. We love her.” 

Erec’s eyes widened. “Rowena and the silver-haired girls on the streets are 


the Valkyries? How could anyone think they’re evil monsters?” 

Jam sighed. “I don’t think most Alypians think about what Valkyries are 
truly like. After so many years of hearing hateful things one stops remembering 
the truth. Unfortunately, even I lost track. When people tell you somebody hates 
you, is stronger than you, out to get you, you slowly forget.” 

Erec thought about General Moreland and his troops that were coming along 
with the crowds of angry Alypians who were eager to “show the monsters what’s 
what.” Even the name “Monster Bash” now gave him the chills. Tina was right. 
He knew who the real monsters were. 


CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE 


The Archives of Alithea 


I BETTER FIND My brother and sister,” Erec told Tina. “If I don’t, tomorrow 
they’ll be fed to the...” 

“The what?” Tina asked. 

Erec stared at her, confused. “Someone told me that they were going to be 
fed to the vogum. That would be you. I don’t get it. I heard the vogum were 
demanding two children to eat.” 

“More lies,” Tina said. “It’s ridiculous the things people will say about us.” 

“So where are Danny and Sammy then? Rosco said the Hermit took them to 
Lerna. I better try to find them before the Monster Bash tomorrow. And don’t 
worry, Tina. I’ll do everything I can to protect you and Lerna.” 


Erec and Jam walked the streets of Lerna aimlessly. Erec felt frustrated. “I don’t 
know how we’re going to find them, Jam. If they are here they could be 
anywhere.” 

Jam agreed. “If anyone is hard to find, young sir, it would be the Hermit. He 
has ways of appearing and disappearing that amaze me.” 

“Why does he have the twins? Rosco Kroc said he was probably using them 
for political reasons to feed to the monsters and upset President Inkle.” 

Jam glared. “Mr. Kroc is full of all kinds of ideas, I think. Have you seen the 
Hermit doing anything wrong?” 

Erec thought. “Rosco saw him with the twins, and I heard them with him 
once too. And he’s sneaky. He pops up in the strangest places, and he says some 
weird things too. He’s always laughing at me. Once, when I was upset about 
what the people in Alypium thought of me, he said maybe I did fix the scepter 
and the Lia Fail in the coronation ceremony so it would look like I should be 
king. And this is the guy that King Piter is using as a seer? He seems ridiculous.” 


“Yes, but does any of that mean he kidnapped the twins?” 

“T don’t know. But Rosco said he saw them all together.” 

They followed a small crowd into a hall and saw that a wedding was taking 
place between a creature with the heads of a goat, a lion, and a snake, and a 
small, squat green thing with a long bridal veil. The crowd consisted of the most 
unusual creatures Erec could imagine. He backed out, eyes wide. 

Jam said, “I suppose Lerna welcomes anybody that needs a place to go.” 

Erec nodded. Lerna was different, but the people, odd as they were, seemed 
much more welcoming than the Alypians. But maybe the Alypians weren’t at 
fault. They had been frightened for years by Baskania, and probably were not at 
their best anymore. 

They turned a corner and slammed to a halt. Right before them stood the 
Hermit, gloating. He had a turban wrapped around his head that continued all the 
way down his body, which made him look like a mummy with his face sticking 
out. “Ahh. We found each other now. But had you any doubts? Silly Jam 
Crinklecut. Crazy Erec Rex. Nice white stripe in your hair. Seen something 
interesting? Changing your looks again?” 

“Where are Danny and Sammy?” Erec’s voice shook. “What did you do with 
them?” 

“Hmm. What did I do with them?” The Hermit tilted his head in thought. “I 
found them, I suppose. Brought them to your mother for help.” 

“My mother has the twins now?” Erec realized his mother was probably 
worried, wondering where he was. 

“Oh, no. She has no idea where they are.” The Hermit laughed. “But I told 
her you were all right.” 

Erec felt angry. The Hermit was making as little sense as usual. “So did you 
give them to my mother or not?” 

The Hermit seemed to sense Erec’s anger, which threw him into fits of 
giggles. “Of course I did!” 

“So she has them?” 

“No, no, no.” He tilted his head back and forth merrily. 

“Well, where are they then?” Erec ground his teeth, ready to pounce on the 
Hermit. “I heard them with you in Alypium that day, behind the bush.” 

The Hermit laughed in delight. “I was tracking them down. I am an Imitung. 
That means I can reproduce voices.” He put a hand on his hip and threw his 
other hand out dramatically, saying in a voice that was identical to Erec’s, “Well, 
where are they then?” He giggled. “Silly, silly Erec Rex. I tested the air with 


sound waves; see if they had been nearby. Maybe you can find them now. I had a 
new pair of Seeing Eyeglasses made for you.” The Hermit produced a pair of 
bright red plastic cat-eye glasses and handed them to Erec. “You like the style?” 

Erec took them with suspicion. “You had these made for me?” 

“I did!” The Hermit beamed with pride. “You and I were so close. The 
closest. I was the only one who believed you. And here you are, ten years later, 
and you have far less of a clue than you did when you were three!” 

Erec squinted at him. The Hermit had yet to say a thing that made any sense 
at all. Erec was two then, anyway, not three. It didn’t seem worth pressing him 
for any more details. 

He thought about Danny and Sammy, then put the glasses on. Suddenly, he 
was in the ice rink in Alypium. The twins whizzed by him at breakneck speed, 
obviously well practiced from all their time having fun there. “Danny!” Erec 
shouted, but the music and talking were too loud there, and Danny didn’t hear. 
He tried to shout for Sammy, but she didn’t respond either. 

Then Erec’s eyes zoomed in on a figure across the room. Unmistakable in 
his black cloak, carved staff, and scarab amulet was Balthazar Ugry. He stood 
scowling, watching the twins as they glided by on the ice. 

Then another figure caught Erec’s eye. It was an odd-looking man with a 
green scaled head: Rosco Kroc. He crept closer and closer to Ugry. Erec’s heart 
leapt. Rosco must have finally tracked the twins down. He found them with 
Ugry, and now he was going to rescue them! 

Suddenly, the twins slid off the ice and walked to the snack bar. Erec’s vision 
went along with them, so he lost sight of Ugry and Rosco completely. He tried 
shouting to them, but they could not hear him over the music playing there. Then 
they vanished, suddenly made invisible, and there was no sight of anything but 
Alypians who had been ice-skating and munching on snacks. Because of the 
noise, Erec could not make out the twins’ voices. 

He watched for a long time, but nothing changed. A noise echoed around 
him. “Ohm.” He took the glasses off. The Hermit stood on one foot before him, 
the other leg crossed in front in a semi-lotus position. His arms were crossed 
straight out in front of his chest, and his eyes were closed. “Oooohm,” he 
chanted. 

Jam shrugged. “He just started doing this, sir. Seemed to go into a trance. 
Are the twins okay?” 

“Yeah, for the moment. I saw Ugry with them; he must have been the one to 
kidnap them. But Rosco found them. So hopefully he’ll save them now.” 


The Hermit put his other foot down and opened his eyes. “I saw into the 
future. I know what will happen.” 

“What?” Erec and Jam leaned forward. 

“Too sad,” he clucked, shaking his head. 

“Tell me.” Erec felt his anger rising again. “What did you see?” 

“Other than the egg sandwich I will eat for dinner tomorrow?” 

Erec closed his eyes, breathing off steam. “So that was it, then?” 

“Yes,” the Hermit said, and nodded. “That, and that the twins will be saved. 
They’ll be just fine, thanks to you, of course. But then you will come down with 
a terrible disease.” He sniffed, faked crying, and then burst out laughing so hard 
that real tears did run down his face. He snatched the glasses out of Erec’s hand. 
“That’s enough of these now. You know the twins are okay.” 

The twins were all right for the moment, that was true. But Erec wanted to 
know what would happen next. It was reassuring that the Hermit said they would 
be fine, but Erec had no clue if he could believe him. “Can’t I just look through 
them again?” 

“No, no, no.” The Hermit shook his head, elbows out and palms pressed 
together, obviously trying to look mystical. “If you had them you would never 
put them down, and that becomes spying. They will be fine. You know enough 
to relax about them. Now you need to concentrate on what you have to do for 
your second quest.” 

“My second quest?” 

“That is why I am here. To watch over you during your quest.” 

Erec had not thought about it. “I’m sure I’ve been kicked out of doing the 
quests. Miss Ennui said if I missed more classes they wouldn’t let me do them.” 
What had his second quest been? Oh, yes. To stop the monsters in Lerna. How 
confusing was that? Did the Fates want him to attack the poor Hydras and 
Valkyries? Or did the Fates have a different idea of who the monsters were? 
Well, Erec had to do what he had to do—defend Lerna. Whether or not it had to 
do with a quest, he had no clue. 


Erec and Jam walked slowly back to Tina’s house, absorbing what the Hermit 
had said. As much as Erec was relieved that the twins were not about to be fed to 
fierce monsters, he was still worried about them, and his task at hand was 
beginning to seem much more real. There was nothing else to distract him, 
nothing else to think about. Tomorrow was the Monster Bash. General Moreland 


and the Alypian army would descend on the citizens of Lerna, along with the 
mobs of angry Alypians that had followed them into Otherness. And Erec was 
supposed to fight them all off himself. He remembered how excited Damon 
Stain had been about “bashing the monsters.” 

He looked at Jam. “What am I going to do?” 

Jam must have been thinking the same thing. “I don’t know, sir. If only King 
Piter were back he would help, I am sure. But you can count on me to stand by 
your side, sir.” 

King Piter seemed as useless as always. “Thank you, Jam. You are a good 
man.” 

“T just do what I have to, young sir. We do what is right. We don’t have a 
choice.” 

“No, Jam. We don’t.” 


There was a massive gathering of Hydras and Valkyries on the lawn in front of 
Tina’s house when they returned, far too many to fit inside. When they saw Erec 
approach there was an uproar and wild applause. Erec laughed. The applause had 
a wet clacking sound from the Hydras’ tentacled hooks hitting each other. 

“Three cheers for the conquering heroes!” Hydras grabbed Erec and Jam and 
threw them onto their shoulders. “Hip, hip, hooray!” Someone started singing a 
victory chant, and others joined in. It felt good, very good, to have people on his 
side, no matter what they looked like. 

When they were finally put down, Jam made his way to Erec. “Young sir, I 
have to thank you. I have enjoyed my life serving at the palace; don’t get me 
wrong. I would not have traded it. But I have never been called a hero before. 
Even if it is a misplaced title.” 

“No, Jam.” Erec smiled. “It’s not misplaced. Another man might choose to 
sit on the sidelines or go home. No matter what happens tomorrow, you are a 
hero.” 

Jam blushed. “Again. All thanks to you, young sir.” 

Tina appeared at Erec’s side. “This is my father, Steve. He organized this 
gathering to discuss our plan for tomorrow. We have to be prepared.” 

Steve looked very much like Tina, but with short, dark hair nearly covering 
his horns and trendy wire-rimmed glasses. Erec thought he had a nice smile. He 
was getting used to the Hydras. The Valkyries didn’t take much getting used to, 
but they seemed to have far less personality. 


Steve smiled at Erec. “Thanks for helping us, kid. We have a lot of faith in 
you, seeing what you’ve done so far freeing King Piter and saving Patchouli’s 
eggs in Nemea.” 

Erec couldn’t resist adding, “I also found all of the baby dragons that have 
been missing. We hid them so that Baskania won’t find them. After... 
tomorrow”—he avoided using the term “Monster Bash’—“I’m going to find 
their parents and return them safely.” 

If the crowd had been excited before, now it went wild. Erec and Jam were 
thrown into the air, Jam not looking too happy about it, and the cheering seemed 
like it would never stop. Not that Erec wanted it to. It had been a long time, way 
too long, since anyone had thought well of him. Except for his close friends and 
family, of course, but this seemed even sweeter. He could almost hear Bethany 
telling him not to care what people thought so much, but it really did matter to 
him. He knew that. 

Steve patted Erec’s back. “It was a miracle you were sent to us in our time of 
need. We have faith in you, Erec. Of course we have a plan, but if you have 
better ideas, we are ready to listen.” 

Erec had absolutely no plan at all. Suddenly he felt ashamed to accept so 
much applause and credit. He had no idea how to save them. Just because he did 
those other things in no way meant he would be able to defend Lerna from what 
was coming. He knew how frightening the angry Alypian mob had been, and he 
had been powerless to stop them. He was fooling himself. The only thing that 
could possibly save them was Aoquesth, and that would be the dragon’s doing, 
not his. 

Steve spread a map of Lerna onto the lawn. “There is an area to the north of 
Lerna called the Untier Bluffs that is surrounded on three sides by tall cliffs. We 
are going to gather there, prepared to fight, before the Alypians arrive. That will 
protect our backs, so troops can’t sneak up behind us. They will have to come 
from the front and we will be ready. The area is on a hill, and they will come at 
us from lower ground, so we can see them well. 

“We have brought all of our weapons here to sort through. You can look 
them over first and choose which one you wish to use. I have a suggestion for 
you, but it is your choice. 

“I do not know how far they will push this with us. If they see we are 
prepared I think they will retreat and leave us alone. They are coming to kick us 
around, not get hurt themselves.” 

Erec relaxed. Steve had things well under control, and he was right. The 


Alypians, who were acting like bullies, would probably go back home if they 
saw a bunch of weapons pointed at them. “My friend Aoquesth, a dragon, is 
supposed to come help me tomorrow, so he is on our side too.” 

Steve grinned. “That’s great, Erec. It’s just one piece of good news after 
another with you.” 


In the house, rows of conventional weapons were lined up with strange things 
Erec had never seen before. He picked up something that looked like a huge 
metal lollipop. “What does this do?” 

Steve pushed it back down onto the table and said, “It’s a noise banger. If 
you aim it at someone it amplifies any sound they make and shoots it back loud 
enough to stun them.” They wandered through piles of swords and spears. Most 
of the Hydras and Valkyries waited outside, but a few followed behind them. 
Erec looked at remote controls, wishing he knew more than how to move 
something from one place to another. He had his remote, and if he was desperate 
he could try to move a person or two, but he doubted he could. Steve showed 
him small whistle darts, spinning discs, and gongs that sent people into a stupor. 
“You need good earplugs for that one, and make sure you’re not close to any of 
us.” 

The fly hunter from the outskirts of Lerna sidled up to Erec and opened his 
palm. “You might want to use one of these.” He held three tiny slingshots in his 
hand. “I wouldn’t give them to just anyone, you know.” 

Erec thanked him and said he would think about it. He picked up a stick with 
a long wire attached. “What is this?” 

“That’s an AMAWS3, an antimagic, antiweaponry device. You hold the stick 
and wave the rope in a circle and it makes a force field that blocks out anything 
coming in. Try it.” Erec whirled the rope in a circle and a blue haze formed 
within it. Steve tossed a metal ball into the force field Erec had made and the 
ball popped in a tiny explosion and vanished. Steve handed Erec a huge steel 
megaphone. “This is what I thought you could use. It controls sound waves. The 
person who speaks through it can be heard well, over everything else that is 
going on. When the Alypians are approaching, and even when we are fighting, 
you can be talking to them, telling them to go back home, and that we don’t want 
any trouble.” 

“Believe me, they wouldn’t listen to me. I think I’ll use the AMAW3.” Erec 
examined the stick, happy with his choice. 


Tina, who had appeared beside him, took the megaphone to use for herself. 
“You didn’t think I’d let you go without me, did you?” 


Erec and Jam slept in spare rooms in Tina’s house. Erec practiced all morning 
spinning the AMAWS3 wire. The faster he spun it the bluer the force field that it 
made. Tina and Rowena threw balls and sticks at him, and he jumped in front of 
them, making them vanish in a shower of blue sparks. It seemed the right choice. 
He would be out in front, doing his best to protect everyone. 

He could hear the Alypian bands playing, psyching up their crowds. At least 
he would know when they were coming. The Monster Bash was supposed to 
Start at one o’clock. A loud roaring noise made him jump. He looked up and 
there was Haenry, and with him was a group of Cyclopes, long clubs in their 
hands. 

“Haenry!” Erec ran over, so glad he came. “This is great. Now we’re really 
going to be safe.” He told Haenry about all that had happened. 

“T wouldn’t have missed it,” Haenry said. “Anything for Erec Rex. Vaerna 
and I reunited with our daughter, Vaeronicae. We’re so happy now, and it’s all 
thanks to you.” He wiped away a tear. 

“T don’t know if I had anything to do with that.” Erec laughed. 


They assembled at the Untier Bluffs before noon. Erec was in front, ready to 
stop any incoming weapons with his AMAW3. The Cyclopes stood beside him, 
looking fearsome and brandishing their clubs, and masses of Hydras and 
Valkyries were behind them, ready with their weapons. Erec hoped nobody 
would have to use them. He knew how impressive they must look. Maybe the 
Alypians would just turn around and run home. 

He felt confident and ready. Aoquesth was not here yet, but even if he didn’t 
show up, Erec thought they would do just fine. They were perched on a hill, 
protected by cliffs on all sides, with a great view of where the Alypians would 
come from. 

Before long, faint music from the Alypian marching band wafted over the 
hill. Troops of soldiers in fatigues marched behind a short man covered in 
medals and ribbons—General Moreland. Another battalion of pale soldiers 
wearing scarves marched alongside, led by King Pluto. Behind and around them 
were masses of Alypians and Aorthians, some waving pitchforks and others 


carrying swords and bayonets. They drew closer, and Erec could hear the 
general’s voice projected above the crowd with a large, metal megaphone like 
the one Steve had shown him. 

“There are the traitors,” General Moreland shouted. “Look at them. Nasty 
creatures. Monsters who would cart your kids off and terrorize your countries 
with their claws and fangs.” 

Oh, give it a rest, Erec thought. These poor folks just want to be left alone. 
Off to the side of the armies, Erida and a group of Harpies hovered over Balor 
and Damon Stain and Rock Ward. Well, this must be the second quest for them. 
Stopping the monsters in Lerna. The Harpies would think Erec was helping the 
monsters. On the record books, Balor, Damon, and Rock would be the winners 
of this one for sure. Erec wondered again what monsters were really supposed to 
be stopped. 

“Don’t anyone fire first,” Steve said. “We can’t spark things off. Wait and 
see what happens.” 

The armies drew so close that Erec could see the expressions on the faces of 
the Alypians and Aorthians, not that he wanted to. They looked drawn with rage 
and a kind of empty despair that told of their underlying fear. How could anyone 
get through to people like that? 

He could hear General Moreland shouting again. “And there you see the 
infidel, Erec Rex, standing against us and with the monsters. You all knew he 
was a phony, out to serve himself. Now here’s your proof. He will do anything to 
get power over you, even side against you with these brute beasts.” The crowd 
shouted and waved their weapons. 

Erec could see Thanatos Baskania striding past the army up to the general. 
His eyes met Erec’s and twinkled. 

Suddenly there was a shadow over the sun. Aoquesth swooped into view, so 
huge, sleek, and stunning that there was a collective gasp from both sides. He 
looked fiercer and more beautiful than Erec had ever seen him. His glittering 
black, jointed wings were spread wide in the sky, and his head was held high, 
glistening with red and purple-black scales. He lighted near Erec and surveyed 
the armies on both sides. 

“Well, here we are,” Aoquesth said. 

Erec felt even better now with the dragon next to him. “I hope they just go 
away.” 

Aoquesth snorted. “Don’t count on it.” 

Baskania’s snide voice echoed above the noise of the crowds without a 


megaphone to help him. “Dear citizens of Alypium and Aorth, do not fear when 
you look at the terrible monsters that are before you, threatening you with their 
worst. I would not let you get hurt or trampled by such beasts. See that dragon? 
He would burn you to cinders with his fiery breath and feast on your remains. 
See those Cyclopes? They can’t wait to pound you to shreds. But I won’t let any 
of that happen. 

“And look what else I see up there with them? Isn’t that Erec Rex, the boy 
who supposedly wants power to rule over you? What do you think of him now? 
Hmm...” He tapped his chin. “I think I shall be kind and understanding. Always 
best to give people a second chance after they have disappointed you, see if they 
are ready to mend their ways. Right?” 

The crowd responded with boos and hisses. 

“I think Pll give this stupid boy a chance to survive, because I can’t help 
having a big heart.” Baskania put his hand over his chest. “Erec, I want you to 
see what your choices are. First, I am going to disarm that dreadful dragon next 
to you.” He pointed his finger and a whoosh of black smoke rushed toward 
Aoquesth, who then choked and coughed. 

“Are you okay?” Erec asked Aoquesth. 

The dragon nodded. “It is true. He took my fire out.” 

“And now,” Baskania said, waving both hands in the air, “I will disarm the 
creatures, melt their weapons like snow in the sun.” Swords drooped like banana 
peels, clubs dripped to the ground like melting candle wax, spears crumbled into 
heaps of muck. The AMAWS3 in Erec’s hand turned to dust and blew away in the 
wind. 

“Now, you see, Erec,” Baskania continued, “you have a choice. You may 
come to our side as a hero of Alypium and Aorth, show us you have mended 
your selfish ways, and lead us in the destruction of these monsters. Then you 
will be properly with me, on my side against all enemies, and I will fully 
appreciate you. I know you did not like when the citizens of Alypium were 
against you. Now is your chance to be their favorite. They will always remember 
this day when Erec Rex saw the light and returned to the path of good. 

“Or...” He paused. “If you are not reformed, if you do not want to do what is 
right, you may remain with those monsters and take what comes your way.” 

If only he had the scepter. Erec craved it more than ever. The last time he 
had faced Baskania, Erec had been the more powerful one with a scepter in his 
hand. Now he was just a boy, alone on a hill with a bunch of unarmed victims. 

“Well, Erec?” Baskania arched an eyebrow. “What will it be?” 


A nagging thought deep inside told him that he had a choice of dying or 
being a hero in Alypium, something he had wanted from the start. He should go 
down there, throw up his arms... 

But there was no way he could do it. He had to do what was right, no matter 
what happened to him, no matter what these people thought of him. He shook his 
head and put his hands on his hips. He shouted to the crowd, unsure if they could 
hear, “I’m not coming down. These are not the monsters. You are the monsters.” 
Jam stood beside him and nodded bravely. 

Baskania laughed and turned to his people. “Well, I guess some folks never 
change. At least I can say I tried, right?” He turned to General Moreland and 
growled, “Let’s do it.” 

The general gave a command and the army and angry hordes rushed toward 
Erec and the citizens of Lerna. Erec stepped in front, looking around for 
something to fight with. Haenry and the other Cyclopes ran toward the armies, 
fists raised. Black arrows shot through the air, piercing their skin. The Cyclopes 
pulled them out angrily. They swatted Alypian soldiers off of their horses and 
yanked spears out of their hands. 

“Stay near me,” Aoquesth said to Erec. 

Steve ran by with a stick he had broken off of a tree. “Erec, whatever 
happens, thank you.” He charged toward the Aorthian army. The Hydras and 
Valkyries had nowhere to run. Some cowered near the cliffs behind them, but 
most fashioned weapons from branches, rocks, and plants around them and 
charged at their attackers. 

Erec was amazed at the fighting skill of the Valkyries. Legs swinging in 
front of them and long silver hair flying behind, they flew at the invaders with 
deadly force. Silver shoes kicked weapons from hands with precision, then felled 
enemies in the field. They were fearless. 

One of the Cyclopes fell, a saber sticking up from its chest. Others grabbed 
clubs from Alypians and swung through the battlefield, knocking foes down. 
Baskania watched, laughing, a gloating King Pluto at his side. Alypians, 
Aorthians, Valkyries, and Hydras lay bleeding in the grass. The armies against 
them seemed endless compared to the few from Lerna left standing. Erec tore the 
end of a stick into a point, and Aoquesth handed him something white and 
shining. “Take one of my teeth. It will fasten on to that branch with its sticky end 
and will make a good spear.” 

Erec ran toward the oncoming army, arrows whizzing by him. He could feel 
Baskania’s eyes on him. Aoquesth was at his side, nudging him out of the way 


when something came too close. The black arrows bounced off of Aoquesth’s 
scales, not bothering him at all. Erec saw Haenry lying flat on the grass. A 
soldier in armor raised a sword over him, about to strike. Erec charged toward 
him and flung his spear. It clanged against the soldier’s armor, sending him 
flying off his horse. Haenry sat up, holding his side, green blood trickling down. 
“Protect yourself, Erec. Get behind me.” 

A mass of angry citizens with pitchforks and pickaxes surrounded a Cyclops, 
swinging at him from all sides as he batted them away, howling in anger. They 
finally overcame him, and he fell, green blood spattering the grass in front of 
Erec. Haenry raced to them, arms over his head, with a deafening roar. The 
Alypians screamed and scattered. Tina appeared with the huge steel megaphone 
in her hand. “This wasn’t melted with the weapons,” she said. “Try it.” 

Erec put it to his lips. “Stop! Now! Stop!” 

The battling armies tumbled to a stop, confused as to where the order had 
come. They looked around, surprised. Erec continued, megaphone at his mouth. 
“Do not attack us. We mean no harm. These folks up here look different, but 
they are really nice people inside. They just want to go home, take a hot shower, 
and forget all of this. They don’t want to hurt you. Can any of you think of a 
time they hurt anyone?” 

There was a confused rumbling in the crowd, as if some of them were 
actually listening. 

“Ignore that fool,” Baskania’s voice thundered. “Crush him. He is against 
you all.” 

Erec raised the megaphone to his mouth, but this time it did not work. 
Baskania must have muted it. “Get them! Fight!” Baskania raged. The armies 
raised their swords and the battle raged again. 

If only they could know the truth, Erec was sure they would lay down their 
arms. How could he let them know? 

An Aorthian soldier galloped toward Erec and shot a black arrow. It whizzed 
through the air toward him. He froze, unable to move fast enough to dodge it. In 
a flash, it was a foot from his chest. Suddenly, red and purple light beamed from 
the Amulet of Virtues around his neck. The arrow curved away, bending like a 
noodle to the side, piercing Erec’s arm. 

He pulled the arrow out, blood dripping down his skin. Luckily, the wound 
was not deep. His amulet had protected him. He closed his eyes, wondering how 
he could stop this fighting. 

It was then he realized what he had to do. The Archives of Alithea were in 


his pocket. If he unrolled the scroll, everyone that saw it would know the truth. It 
would only work once. There could be no better time than now. 

Erec pulled the scroll from his pocket. Baskania’s eyes instantly narrowed 
when he saw it. He pointed a finger at Erec and something shining flew from it. 

It was as if time stood still. Each fraction of a second seemed to take an hour. 
Erec could see a shiny silver and black dagger shooting toward his heart. He was 
frozen by Baskania’s magic, could do nothing but watch what he knew would be 
his instant death. The smoking blade shot forward, forward, closer. Erec knew he 
would never be able to open the scroll, stop the onslaught, save the Hydras. 

It was too late. 

When the dagger was just feet from Erec, Aoquesth dove in front of him. 
The blade shot into the neck of the dragon, piercing his scales. Black smoke rose 
from the handle, and purple blood dripped down his side. Steam fizzed from his 
nose as he collapsed at Erec’s feet. “Stand on my head.” Aoquesth’s voice was 
faint. 

In an instant, Erec stepped onto Aoquesth’s head. He opened the Archives of 
Alithea, and Aoquesth stood, rising high for all to see. Tell the truth about the 
Hydras, Cyclopes, and Valkyries, Erec thought. Light blazed from the scroll like 
a torch in the night, bursting into thousands of white beams in all directions. The 
symbols printed on the scroll glowed like fire. Aoquesth staggered under Erec’s 
feet, and Erec almost fell. 

The soldiers and mobs stared, mouths open. They could see the shining 
scroll...and they knew. 

Aoquesth stumbled, lowering his head. Erec jumped off right before the 
dragon collapsed thunderously onto the hillside. 

Weapons dropped from hands. Tears fell from faces. People fell to the 
ground, dropped off their horses, hugging the Cyclopes, the Hydras, and the 
Valkyries. People apologized and shook hands. 

Baskania gave Erec a look of pure hate, and then he vanished. 

Jam said, “Baskania can’t quite kill you now, with everyone knowing what’s 
going on. He thought he had it all wrapped up—you come to his side or you 
die.” 

Haenry pulled himself off the ground and limped toward Erec. He tried to 
give a Valkyrie a friendly pat on the back, and she sailed twenty feet into the 
grass. King Pluto scowled and rounded up his army to head home, sending the 
wounded back with his scepter. The Alypians stayed longer, and General 
Moreland paced and shook his head. Steve brought Dr. Shandy to help those 


lying on the grass. 

Erec sat down and stroked Aoquesth’s face. His eyes were partly closed. 
“Are you okay? You saved my life.” 

“T know, Erec. Go find a jar...and hurry.” 

Erec called to Tina’s family, who rushed back with a glass jar from a nearby 
house. He sat by the dragon. “Thank you, Aoquesth. The jar is here. What 
should I do with it?” 

Aoquesth panted a little steam. He looked weak, sick. “I want to give you 
something before I die.” 

“Die?” Erec must not have been hearing right. “You’ll be okay, won’t you, 
Aoquesth?” 

“No, Erec. The thing that Baskania shot at you was a death blade. He wasn’t 
taking any chances. It is powerful, and even I am not able to resist it, especially 
as I have been weak lately.” He took the jar from Erec. “I want you to have my 
other eye. I won’t be needing it anymore, and I’d like to keep them both together 
anyway. Then you will be able to have the true sight of a dragon. I am sure you 
will use it wisely. You deserve to have it. You are going to be a great king 
someday.” 

“King?” Erec had not for a minute thought about the second quest or 
becoming king. It seemed too late for that anyway. He looked at the Amulet of 
Virtues around his neck. A second of the twelve sections was now glowing a 
dusky purple-blue and had another black symbol on it. 

Aoquesth looked at the amulet. “That symbol means ‘justice,’ doing what is 
right even if it’s not easy. It’s another trait of a great ruler. You showed that 
today.” Before Erec could stop him, Aoquesth plunged a claw into his only eye 
and pulled it out. “Put the jar under my claws Erec. Is it there?” He dropped his 
eye into the glass. 

Erec gulped, setting the jar on the grass next to him. He rested the back of 
Aoquesth’s head in his lap. “You did that for me?” 

“Tt’s funny.” Aoquesth chuckled, weakly. “I’ve pulled both my eyes out for 
you now. And I’ve never felt I’ve done a better thing.” 

Erec thought. “But you looked into the future. Why didn’t you see that this 
would happen?” 

Aoquesth’s head rested more heavily into Erec’s lap. “I did.” 

“And you came anyway to save me.” Erec fought back tears, stroking 
Aoquesth’s head. “Don’t die, Aoquesth. Tell me how I can help you.” 

“Nobody can help me now, Erec. Pll be with my darling Nylyra soon. I 


chose it to be this way.” His voice was quiet now, and Erec had to bend close to 
hear. “Take my eye to Heph Vulcan. He’ll bind it to the back of your other one 
and you will have both in place then. Two dragon eyes are very powerful for a 
human, but I know you can handle them, Erec. Maybe you’|l be able to do the 
dragon call someday. I’ve been too weak to do it myself lately.” 

Erec looked where the dragon’s eyes had been, then looked away. “The 
dragon call?” 

Aoquesth’s voice was barely a whisper. “You can try. Call the dragons with 
your eyes, the same way you spoke to the Substance with your eyes to make it 
open.” 

Erec could not thank Aoquesth, or even ask how he felt; his voice was too 
shaky. All he could do was hold the dragon around his neck until his last steamy 
breath had flown into the sky. 


CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO 


The Other Eye 


Erec anp Jam walked the streets of Lerna that night. Erec’s arm had been 
bandaged by Dr. Shandy. He hoped that each step would bring him closer to 
knowing why Aoquesth had saved his life, had given him everything. But, in the 
end, he only felt further from understanding anything at all. He was exhausted, 
but the loss he felt kept him going, one step at a time, through the city, as if he 
was afraid to come back and face reality again. 

He showed the Amulet of Virtues to Jam. “I guess this means I’m still in the 
running for king.” He laughed. “I’m sure I’m officially kicked out according to 
the Labor Society, but it doesn’t seem like it’s under their control.” 

“Who knows whose control it really is under?” Jam said. “Sometimes I think 
the Substance itself is in charge here.” 

Erec nodded, remembering what he had seen of the Substance when he made 
a hole in it with Aoquesth. “Yes,” he said. “You just may be right.” 


When they reached Tina’s house there was a huge party going on. A pair of 
tentacles whisked Erec high into the air. “Here he is! Three cheers for Erec Rex! 
Three cheers for Jam Crinklecut!” As much as Jam looked flustered by being 
tossed about, Erec could tell he loved the attention. Hydras joined tentacles and 
sang songs, passing around jugs of cider and nectar. Erec wished he could join in 
the merriment, but he felt cold inside. Aoquesth was dead and it was his fault. If 
he had only been stronger, able to defend himself, then the dragon would be 
alive right now. 

Steve put a tentacle around Erec’s shoulder. “Kid, you did it. I don’t know 
how to thank you. You risked your life for us. And you turned down fame and 
fortune, even when you thought you would die. You’re something, Pll tell you 
that. If you ever run for king, you have my vote.” He chuckled to himself. 


“Anyway, without you we would have been dog meat. So thanks.” 

Erec shrugged. “I didn’t do anything, really. Just got lucky. I only wish 
Aoquesth was as lucky.” 

Steve sighed. “It’s sad. But he chose to do what he did. Remember that. He 
had lived a long time, too.” 

Erec still held the glass jar with Aoquesth’s eye in it, although he tried not to 
look at it. It was gruesome and made him sad, but he did not want to put it down. 

Tina gave Erec a tentacled hug. “You are my hero, Erec. Can I still write to 
you after you go back to Alypium?” 

“Sure.” He smiled at her. “Send a picture next time too. I know a lot of guys 
who would think you look totally awesome.” She turned reddish and grinned. 
Erec was glad the Archives of Alithea were used up now so that he didn’t blurt 
out the rest of what they might think. 

Erec turned around and there before him stood the Hermit. “Ahh, here he is, 
the hero du jour.” The Hermit cackled. “Ready to get that eye put in?” 

“Huh? Now?” Erec gripped the jar, not quite ready for anything. “I need to 
go find the twins. I think I know who has them.” 

The Hermit grinned. “A time for eyes and a place for twins. The eye needs to 
go in now. Heph Vulcan is waiting.” 

Erec found Jam and said good-bye to Tina, Steve, and the others at the party. 
The Hermit led them through a Port-O-Door, and they were instantly in King 
Piter’s Castle. It felt strange to travel so far so quickly. But while they were still 
in the vestibule, the Hermit touched the map screen to bring them to the other 
side of Alypium. They walked out into a waiting room of a small office. 

A coat rack very like the one Erec grew up with ran out to greet them, then 
strode away, disappointed that they did not have anything to hang on it. The rug 
at the door reached up around Jam’s feet and polished his shoes, making Jam 
laugh. The chairs all bounced invitingly, and even the light waved a pull cord at 
them in greeting. 

“Come in,” a hearty voice called out. Heph Vulcan was a broad, stout man 
with a short dark beard and dark hair. He wore a sleeveless gray shirt, loose 
pants, and a gray cap. He looked like a lumberjack. His hoarse voice had a New 
York accent. “You must be Erec. Glad to finally meet you. I’ve heard a lot about 
you. You’re using the eye I made for you ten years ago, I hear. Now you want 
the other one done?” 

Erec nodded. He wasn’t sure what having Aoquesth’s other eye would do to 
him, or if it was something he really should have. But it was a part of Aoquesth. 


He had saved Erec’s life, so it only seemed right. This is what Aoquesth wanted, 
his last request. 

Erec thought about what having one dragon eye did to his cloudy thoughts. 
What would two do? Aoquesth said two dragon eyes would be very powerful for 
a human being, but he was sure Erec could handle it. Erec wished he was as 
sure. He wanted Aoquesth to be here to show him how to use it, like he had 
started to show him how to use the first eye. 

Heph Vulcan led them through a shop filled with objects he had brought to 
life. Erec lay on a table that reached metal arms around him to hold him still. 
Vulcan waved a syringe over him. “This won’t hurt a bit. You’ll wake right up 
when it’s over.” 

Erec gulped. “Do you know what having two dragon eyes will do for me?” 

Vulcan shrugged. “You’re the only human who has one at all. I would know; 
I’m the only one who can fuse dragon eyes to human ones. Of course Thanatos 
Baskania would not need me for that. He uses eyes in his own way. So I suppose 
he might have one.” 

Erec was not reassured to find out that no other human had ever experienced 
having two dragon eyes before, especially knowing how having just one affected 
him. He was glad Jam was in the room. Vulcan gave him a shot, and all went 
black. 

Erec awoke suddenly, not sure how long he had been out. Jam looked green, 
like he might throw up at any minute. “Is young sir all right?” 

“Tm fine. What’s wrong, Jam?” 

“Oh, nothing. It just was an...interesting procedure, that’s all.” 

Erec did not feel different at all. He looked around. His eyes moved 
normally, and his vision was okay. It was a relief. Maybe he would never even 
notice he had the other dragon eye. 


It felt good to come back through the Port-O-Door into the castle. After the 
wilds of Otherness and the strangeness of Lerna, Alypium actually seemed 
humdrum, something Erec never thought he would think. But there wasn’t time 
to settle back into life there. He had to find Ugry and save the twins, if he still 
held them captive. He felt terrible about leaving the dragon hatchlings in the 
Nevervarld for another minute. Aoquesth had said they would only last a few 
days, and Erec knew that place was not pleasant. As soon as he rescued Danny 
and Sammy, he would head straight to get the hatchlings out. 


“Jam,” Erec said, “will you stick with me a bit longer? I’m going to find 
Ugry now.” 

Jam grinned. “Like glue, sir. Like glue.” 

Ugry was not in his private offices, so they wandered through the west wing. 
Erec looked in the dining hall as he walked by, realizing how hungry he was. 
Bethany, Jack, and Oscar were inside munching plates of deserts. They looked 
up in shock. 

Bethany ran up and threw her arms around him. “Erec! You’re back! The 
Hermit told us you were okay, but we were so worried! Did you do the second 
quest?” 

Erec nodded. “Yeah, only I didn’t even know I was doing it.” He wolfed 
down some food, dessert first, and told them what had happened. Jam eyed the 
food as if he did not feel comfortable digging in, so Erec handed him a plate. 
“T’m going to find Ugry now. Do you guys want to come? Then I have to get the 
baby dragons out of the Nevervarld. I hoped you might come with us there, too. 
We could use your help.” 

Jam’s back straightened as if he was glad Erec assumed he would be going 
with him. “Let’s pack some food for the trip, sir.” 

Bethany looked at Jam. “Erec, aren’t you going to introduce us?” 

“This is Jam Crinklecut, the head butler of the west wing. Don’t you 
remember him?” 

She turned pink, staring at Jam. “Oh, sorry. I didn’t recognize you.” 

After Jam made some packs of food for the road they asked a maid in the 
west wing if she had seen Ugry. She pointed toward the throne room. “He likes 
to go there and think.” 

They pulled open the heavy doors and walked into the large throne room. 
The last time he had been here King Piter’s scepter flew through the air to him, 
saving his life. The massive room looked so empty now. From where they stood, 
the immense throne looked small. Huge chandeliers hung above them, and 
ornate tapestries and drapes covered the walls. After a long walk across the 
room, the fifteen-foot, gem-studded gold throne rose above them. An enormous 
round diamond was embedded in its high back. 

Upon it, Balthazar Ugry sat deep in thought. At the base of the throne, his 
foot rested on the Lia Fail, the rough gray rock that had screamed during the 
coronation ceremony. He slowly raised an eyebrow and scowled. “And to what 
do I owe this pleasure?” 

“Where are Danny and Sammy?” Erec demanded, hands on hips. 


A smirk lit Ugry’s lips. “Oh, this is rich. Are you accusing me of something, 
boy? As usual?” 

“T happen to know you kidnapped the twins. Where are they?” Erec tried to 
look menacing but was aware that they had no way to make Ugry do anything at 
all, or even protect themselves from him. Maybe he should have found King 
Piter first. 

Ugry put his fingers to his mouth and feigned shock. “You happen to know 
this, do you? Then why, pray tell, did you not inform me sooner? If I had 
kidnapped the twins I would just as soon know.” He glared angrily. “You’re 
lucky I have a use for you, or you might not be here to annoy me now. Why 
don’t you kids and your servant run away and play your little games somewhere 
else. I have some important matters to consider.” 

Erec gnashed his teeth. “But I saw you with them. And you’re always 
carrying candy wrappers, and—” 

“If you want to know, I have spent some of my time looking for your brother 
and sister in Alypium, since you and King Piter have been gone. I did not have 
luck, unfortunately. I could sometimes tell where they would be going, but not 
when. I never could find them.” 

“But I saw you at the ice rink when they were there. You were with them.” 

Ugry rolled his eyes and grimaced. “I was there looking for them. I thought I 
saw them, but somebody else saw me first. Before I knew it, I was spinning 
around the room in a whirlwind. By the time I got out of it they were gone.” 

Erec stared at him, not comprehending. Ugry leaned forward, an eyebrow 
up. “What is this? I’m sensing something on you, something with hints of an old 
power.” He stepped off the throne and lifted the Archives of Alithea out of 
Erec’s pocket. “And where did you get this?” 

Erec tried to grab it, but Ugry whisked it away. “It’s mine. Patchouli gave it 
to me after I saved her hatchlings. It’s used up anyway.” 

Ugry looked it over. “So it is. But there is a tiny amount of magic left in it. 
Not enough to use the scroll again, but holding it might help me see where the 
twins are now.” Ugry closed his eyes, the scroll tight in his fist. His face strained 
and tensed, then finally relaxed. “They’re in Alypium. We will go there now.” 
He lifted the side of his cape, and the six of them were suddenly standing in... 

Rosco Kroc’s house. 

Sammy and Danny looked up in shock as Erec, Ugry, Jam, Jack, Oscar, and 
Bethany appeared in front of them. Rosco jumped to his feet, but in an instant 
was flattened to the wall with a blue force field gleaming around him. Ugry’s 


eyes blazed. “So, crocodile face, this is what you’ve come to. Kidnapping, is it 
now? Sorry to see how such a sweet kid ends up.” 

Rosco threw spells at Ugry, but little blue sizzles from the force field 
stopped them. “That’s right, old buzzard,” Rosco said. “Why don’t you take a 
stroll back through the valley of the shadow of death and bring young Erec with 
you!” 

Everyone stared at Rosco. Sammy’s face turned red. “Why did you say 
that?” She sprang to her feet and threw her arms around Erec. “There you are! 
We were so worried about you! How are the other kids? Is Mom out of the 
asylum yet?” 

Danny walked over and gave Erec a hug. “Hey, kid. Glad you finally got 
here. You’ll like it here.” He looked at Rosco and Ugry. “I think there has been a 
misunderstanding. Rosco didn’t kidnap us. He’s helping us. Mom sent him to get 
us this summer when she was carted off to a mental asylum. I thought the other 
kids were being watched by someone else. Rosco said we’d see them soon, and 
Mom needed her rest.” 

Erec looked at Rosco in disbelief. “How could you?” He looked at the twins. 
“Mom is fine. She was kidnapped this summer and stuck in King Pluto’s 
dungeons, not in a mental asylum. She’s been back a long time and worried sick 
about you guys. We’ve been looking everywhere for you.” Erec bit his tongue to 
keep tears from coming. His face felt hot. 

So, he had been right when he originally thought Rosco had the twins. He 
never did look in the other room that day he had come here searching for them. 
Then again, he could barely move at that point. Erec looked at Rosco through the 
force field. “Why?” 

Rosco sneered. “They were valuable. They are thirteen-year-old twins with 
the last name Rex. They might be important. It was a prestigious assignment 
from the Shadow Prince. I have no regrets.” He looked at Oscar. “Remember 
that, Oscar. No regrets. I know what you think of me now, but someday you will 
understand.” 

Danny and Sammy were talking at once, confused. “Mom’s okay? Rosco 
lied?” Tears streamed from Sammy’s eyes. Danny threw a boot from the floor at 
Rosco, but it bounced off the force field. 

Oscar came close to the blue light of the force field and looked blankly into 
Rosco’s eyes. “I will never understand. You lied to me. You lied to Erec’s 
brother and sister, kidnapped them from their family.” He bit his lip and backed 
away, shaking his head. 


Rosco shouted to him, “You’ll see someday! You’re like me, you know.” 

Oscar spun toward him, face red, and yelled, “I am not like you. I never will 
be. Just leave me alone.” 

Ugry looked down on Oscar with hatred. “As for you, because of your 
association with this criminal, I will make sure you are no longer allowed to 
participate in any quests with Erec.” 

Oscar looked up, lip trembling, hot tears streaming down his face. “But I 
didn’t know. It’s not fair.” 

“Nevertheless,” Ugry hissed, “one cannot be too safe.” 

Rosco shouted, “Balthazar—don’t you see? You’re the cause of all the 
problems here.” 

Oscar walked up to the force field, hatred in his eyes. “I’ll get you someday, 
Rosco. Just wait. I promise.” 

Rosco looked at him with affection. “I know you will, buddy. And thank you 
for it. Meanwhile, nobody holds old Rosca’ hostage.” Starting at his feet, his 
body twisted into a green whirlwind behind the force field, and then he vanished. 


June O’Hara looked up in shock as Erec, Bethany, Danny, Sammy, Oscar, Jack, 
and Jam walked into her house through a Port-O-Door. “Oh, my.” She looked 
around, hand over her heart. “Erec? Danny? Sammy? Oh...” She ran to them 
and threw her arms around them again and again. “The Hermit told me you 
would be okay, but I was so worried. There was nothing I could do.” 

They talked for an hour, telling one another what happened, and repeating 
the good parts a few extra times. June kept asking Erec what his new dragon eye 
was like, but it really felt no different than before he had it. She still had not 
managed to take her Seeing Eyeglasses off of the alarm clock. The twins wanted 
to hear about the trolls, and Bethany asked a few times for more details about 
what Tina looked like. Jam focused on Rosco’s escape. But when Erec talked 
about Aoquesth, the room got quiet. 

Jam spoke up. “He was a good friend. And we had better go finish our job 
there soon.” 

Jam was right. The dragon hatchlings had been in the Nevervarld for close to 
three days, which seemed like pure torture, and might well be near their limit. 
Erec hoped they were all right. “Jam and I should get them out now. We have to 
bring them home. Maybe we can sleep there with them, then start to walk with 
them into the dragon territories in the morning. It may take a long time.” 


“Or’—Jam winked at him—‘“we could go there with a Port-O-Door and 
bring them straight back into the castle for the night. I could fix them up there, 
and Ezzy Mumbai could tend to them if they need it. Then in the morning, 
straight through the Port-O-Door into dragon territory. No long walks where we 
could be spotted.” 

Erec grinned. “Great idea, Jam. Let’s do it.” June was grabbing the twins 
tight to her sides, and Erec gave all of them another hug. “TIl be back soon.” 

Erec, Jam, Bethany, Oscar, and Jack went through the Port-O-Door back into 
the west wing of the castle. Erec said, “It’s really late, guys. You don’t all have 
to come. You can see the dragons at the castle in the morning.” 

Jack stretched. “All right. I’m tired anyway. I'll see you tomorrow.” 

Oscar’s face was drawn. “I think I need to go kick something. Now I don’t 
have a tutor anymore, and I can’t do any of the quests. Rosco is going to die.” 
He looked up at Erec. “I’m not coming. I’m too pissed off.” 

“PII come with you!” Bethany grinned. “It’s been pretty boring around here 
with you gone. Time to meet some dragons!” 


CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE 


The Dragon Hatchlings 


Erec HANDED BETHANY the Archives of Alithea so he could get into the 
Nevervarld again. She put them in her pocket. Then Jam, Erec, and Bethany 
stepped from the vestibule of the Port-O-Door into the darkness of the Jotnar 
night, near Trollebotten Cave. The air was warm, and crickets hummed evening 
ballads in their boggy bars and puddle pubs. Somewhere nearby a sheep baa-ed, 
which seemed strange as there were no animals in sight. 

It took a minute for Erec’s eyes to adjust. Jam led the way to the cave 
entrance. The hole in the Substance was about thirty feet away, so they all 
counted footsteps, searching for the small fig tree that marked the spot. Bethany 
shouted, “I found it! It’s the Nevervarld. I can tell, my hand is in it. It’s not a 
feeling you can forget.” 

Erec and Jam ran to where she was kneeling. Erec put his hand in with hers. 
Cold dry sparks licked his skin. He was not looking forward to going back in, 
but at least he was not left in there for days like the poor dragons were. Well, 
soon they would be out and home safe with their parents, and he would be done 
too. He could not wait to get back to the castle, have a hot mug of cocoa, and 
climb into bed. But, first things first. 

Bethany and Jam both wished that they could be the ones to go into the 
Nevervarld, since Erec had done enough. He took off his Sneakers and slid his 
feet through the hole he and Aoquesth had made in the Substance. As he lowered 
himself through the space his breath quickened. Quick in, quick out. He would 
not have to be in there long. Bethany sat nearby and stuck her hand through the 
hole so he could grab it when he was ready to come out. As Erec plunged 
himself into the Nevervarld, he heard another baa, which must have been from 
the same lost sheep. 

Black and white specks of static sizzled and sparked around him, erasing 
everything that Erec knew was real. He gasped and grabbed his arms to feel 


something solid. As before in the Nevervarld, he could not tell if he was moving 
or holding still, but everything was in motion around him, spinning flecks of 
something he could not grasp. He closed his eyes, but the bits were still there, all 
around him and inside him. He heard the familiar voice in his mind. Thank you. 
Yummm. 

Bethany’s hand sparkled near the hole like a beacon of light. But where were 
the dragons? When he had left them here they were bright, glowing intense 
colors, and their thoughts were so noisy they were overwhelming. But now only 
the crushing white noise of static that Erec could not identify as sound or silence 
filled his ears. Panic coursed through him for a moment. How would he find 
them? What if they had died? 

He tried moving farther out, away from Bethany’s hand. Pinches of energy 
were sucked from his body into the emptiness, and he was already getting tired. 
Focus. Think. He tried to see into the motion, look for shapes or figures. Then it 
occurred to him that maybe there was a reason the dragons were not here. Maybe 
somebody else had gotten to them first. What if Baskania had them now, or had 
their eyes already? His heart sunk. But he could not turn back; he had to look 
further and make sure. 

It seemed doubtful the dragons were here, because they glowed so brightly 
before that they had been hard to miss. His mind spun. Nothingness enveloped 
him, sucking him in, taking his energy away. Sharp sparks of pain flicked around 
his body, draining him. He began to get confused, but he remembered the 
dragons. He had to find them. 

Swirls moved around and through him faster now. Where were the dragon 
thoughts? Where were his own thoughts? Was he swimming in the specks or 
were they swimming in him? Help! Please help. Where are you? he called out in 
his head. Dragons! I am here to take you home! 

Nothing. But he was sure he had communicated with them here before. If 
they were here, their thoughts were gone. Maybe they had not made it. He heard 
the Nevervarld within him, You are not dead. You are the human with the dragon 
part. But you don’t have long. Leave now or give yourself to us. 

But he could not do that yet. Something had to help him here. Then he 
remembered the lion skin flowers. They came to him here twice before. Maybe 
they would help him now. 

Flowers! Where are you? Help me find the baby dragons. Please. 

Something nudged his hand, pulling him somewhere. His other hand, his 
face, everything was covered in soft petals. They were moving him deeper into 


the Nevervarld, far away, where he would never get out, never see the light of 
day. 

It was confusing to even remember what daylight was like, what he was like. 
Where was he going? He was so tired. It was hard to remember. 

Shapes moved in front of him. Or was he moving in front of them? Dull, 
dark images floated in the swirls of specks, quiet and lifeless. It took him a while 
to realize that these shapes were the dragons. Didn’t they have color? Life? He 
was not sure why he or they were there. Maybe if he just went to sleep it would 
all be okay. 

His eyes were closing. The thought fluttered through his mind that he might 
have been here longer than before. Maybe when he awoke everything would be 
clear. The flowers pushed him into the dragon heap, dumping his body with 
theirs. It was okay. They looked comfortable. It was dark now. The darkness was 
filling him, taking him away. 

But then he startled, only slightly, just enough to wake him up, when he 
brushed against one of the dragon hatchlings. Its color was gone, but it still had 
something solid and real about it. It did not respond to his touch, but he felt more 
and there was a chain—the shadow of the metal chain holding the dragons 
together. He grasped it. This is what he’d come here for. The dragons. The chain. 
He pulled, but nothing happened. His mind was too weak, too tired. Concentrate. 
Erec focused, pulling harder. Nothing happened. What was wrong? He was 
trying with every ounce of his energy. Then he remembered. To move here he 
had to use his body as well as his mind. He wasn’t sure which one he had 
forgotten, but he yanked one more time, and the chain moved. 

Something swam with him, guiding him and the dragons somewhere far 
away. Where were they going? It was only the semisolid feel of the chain in his 
grip that kept him alive. A bright glimmer appeared and grew into a sparkling 
vision too bright to look at. It was a hand. Bethany’s hand. If only he could reach 
it, he knew everything would be okay. It was coming closer now. Small soft 
movements around him were pushing him to safety. 

Thank you, he thought. It was all he could manage. 

And then her hand was in front of him, so bright he could not look at it. He 
reached, not sure if he could ever make it, grabbing the chain and stretching 
toward safety, toward life. 

Her hand grasped his, and he gasped in shock. Warmth sizzled through him. 
He had not realized he was so cold. Bethany’s hand was so full of life. He held 
on as she pulled him to safety, into warmth, knowing it was like a kind of rebirth 


and it would hurt at first, but he was ready. He hoped the dragons were ready 
too, and that they were still alive. 

With a yank he was through. Violent colors and sounds assaulted him from 
all angles. Noises, shapes. In a rush, Erec identified the sizzling, flaming spheres 
in his eyes as stars. They burned into his head, stinging him. Someone was 
pulling the dragons through the hole. He was glad because he never would have 
been able to do it. 

It hurt to look at things, but they slowly materialized before him. Grass. Sky. 
He realized he was gripping Bethany’s hand tight, even though the feeling 
overwhelmed him with pain. He looked at her, ready to see her face even though 
it would be too much. 

But it was not Bethany’s face. It was somebody else’s. The eyes of the 
person who held his hand seared into him, looking through him like he was a 
broken shard of glass. 

So many eyes. 

Baskania loosened his grip on Erec and laid him on the dirt. The last thing 
Erec heard before he passed out was a cackle of glee. 


Erec shivered, the air freezing him to his bones as he huddled under the bush. 
His father appeared with his boss. They had found him and the boss was yelling 
at his father. Erec’s dream misted over. But it wasn’t his father. The dream had 
been tampered with, put in by the Memory Mogul. The man was familiar 
though. And the boss—even more familiar. His voice was the same as... 

Baskania said, “They’re coming to. It won’t be long now, boys.” 

It was Baskania’s voice. Baskania was the boss of the father from his 
nightmares, the father he always had thought was his own, but who was just an 
implanted memory. The knowledge of this gave Erec the chills. He lifted his 
head, which had been lolling at his side, and tried to move, but he was stuck. He 
fought against his bonds without luck. 

Images formed before his eyes, and they did not hurt him now that he had 
slept. He could see Bethany and Jam near him, both tied upright to poles with 
the same magic rope that had bound Erec during the coronation ceremony and 
that was holding him now. 

“Erec,” Bethany whispered. “Are you awake? Baskania and the Stain boys 
were hiding behind some bushes. They surprised us after you went through the 
hole.” 


Baskania strode to Erec, hands on hips. His face had seven eyes showing. It 
was not as many as another time Erec had seen him; this time there was enough 
room for his mouth and nose. He wore a cloak of fine black pin-striped linen. It 
looked like a cross between a sorcerer’s cloak and a stylish suit. Behind him 
stood Balor and Damon Stain, along with a boy with white fuzzy sheep’s wool 
growing around his head and face and running down his neck. Long leaf-shaped 
ears stuck out of his head like a lamb’s. His eyes, though, were the same steely 
blue as Balor and Damon’s. When he looked at Erec, “Baa-aa-aa” popped out 
of his mouth, and his hand flew over his face in embarrassment. 

“Don’t stare at Dollick,” Baskania said. “That’s rude. I see you are awake, 
Oh, he-who-would-be-king. You have been trying your best to take the throne 
away from these nice Stain boys, now haven’t you? Well, that has come to an 
end. You and your friends will not be around to plague Alypium anymore. Balor 
and Damon here will finish the quests with Rock Rayson, Rock will get 
suddenly ill and die, and he will hand over his kingdom to Dollick. These boys 
will give the scepters to me for safekeeping, and they will rule the world under 
me.” 

Baskania leered at Erec. “And it all starts now. You thought you had tricked 
me, boy? No one gets the better of me. I wanted to kill you in Lerna with all the 
crowds cheering me on, but Pll get to kill you now instead. I wanted to slaughter 
my dragons for their eyes when I was done there, but instead PI do it in a few 
moments. And then I will go on from here to learn something that will make me 
invincible. Not only will I have all these dragon eyes at my command”—he 
swept a hand toward the pile of little sleeping dragons—“but I will also have the 
greatest secret of all at my disposal. The clues to the Final Magic.” 

He pulled a bundle of leaves from his cloak. “Creeping albatross. This will 
unlock the mystery, and it will happen tonight.” He laughed. “Too bad you will 
not be here to see my triumph. But you may die knowing that I will be all- 
powerful before long.” 

One of the hatchlings snorted. Balor pointed. “They’re waking up. Look.” 

Several of the dragons moved, eyes still shut. “Good, good.” Baskania said. 
“In a few minutes they will be back in this world enough so their eyes will be 
fully functional. Then we may slay them.” 

Damon jumped up and down. “Oh, goody! Slay, slay, slay. Can I do it first?” 

Dollick knocked Damon on the head with a hand that looked like a hoof. “I 
get to do it first. I don’t ever get to have any fun. Why don’t you guys let me do 
the quests with you?” 


Balor sneered at Dollick. “Because you look like a sheep, retard. You think 
the people of Alypium are going to want you to be king? Wait till they don’t 
have a choice, then you’ |! get your revenge on them.” 

“All in good time, boys.” Baskania gloated. “For now, we’ll have to choose 
which we want to kill first—the dragons or these nasty humans.” 

Erec closed his eyes. It was too late. He had tried so hard to stop this from 
happening, but he couldn’t do it. The dragons would die. And Erec’s life was 
over. Even worse, he had dragged Bethany into this...and Jam. Baskania would 
take all the dragons’ power, learn the Final Magic, and destroy the world. Erec 
had let everyone down. Especially Aoquesth. 

If only Aoquesth was here now. He would take care of things. 

Erec’s breath caught. Aoquesth. 

There was something he could try. And just maybe, possibly, it could work. 

Balor walked in front of Erec’s face. “I think we should kill a few dragons, 
then this butler, and then some more dragons, and then Bethany. I think Erec 
should watch her die. Then we’ll do him last.” He grinned. 

Think. How did Aoquesth describe it? Love. That’s it. Love. Erec squeezed 
his eyes shut. It was hard to think about love when he was so filled with hate. 
But he had to do it. Just like when he was seeing the Substance, making a hole in 
it. He had to reach deep and feel... 

Love. 

Aoquesth rushed into his head. Those gleaming scales, fiery rage against his 
foes, wings of black slicing the sky. Then his mother, his family. Danny and 
Sammy were safe now. Trevor, Nell, Zoey. Bethany. He thought of the times 
they had shared together. 

But Baskania’s cackles sliced through his thoughts, inciting the hate in him. 

Love. He reached out to the love he knew was there, stronger than his anger, 
stronger than his hate. He turned inward, feeling the love itself, freeing it inside 
him, calling to it. Why wasn’t it working? 

“Tt’s ready! It’s ready!” Damon jumped up and down. “This one’s awake.” 
Sure enough, the dragon hatchlings were tumbling over each other, making small 
roaring noises. “I go first.” He brandished a gleaming dirk, its blade shining on a 
red hilt, then grabbed a dragon by the head. 

“No, me!” Dollick tried to wrestle it out of his hands. Baskania looked on 
with amusement. 

Love. He could hear Aoquesth’s voice in the back of his mind. 

Dollick grabbed the dirk and plunged it into a dragon. The tiny thing chirped 


and gagged, eyes wide in shock. He pulled the blade out, purple blood dripping 
onto the ground. The dragon baby’s eyes met Erec’s as it fell. A peep came from 
its throat, and then it was still. 

Erec stared at the baby lying in a heap on the grass. He could hear Bethany 
crying. The thing almost looked like a little Aoquesth. His heart opened, and 
love filled him completely. He couldn’t help it. Any anger that was in him was 
washed away by the sadness and fullness of his love for this baby beast, for 
Aoquesth, and for the world. 

He squeezed his eyes shut. Hot tears streamed down his cheeks, stinging and 
burning like acid. When he opened his eyes, everything was dense, jungle green. 
Thick strands and clumps of white netting, the Substance, gleamed around him. 
Erec could see the hole in the Substance he had made with Aoquesth. 

His dragon eyes were out. 

Erec reached deeper. Love. He threw it into the heavens, reaching with it 
above all the madness. He gleamed it high with his dragon eyes. Aoquesth’s 
eyes. He could remember what Aoquesth had said: “Call the dragons with your 
eyes...the same way you spoke to the Substance with your eyes to make it 
open.” 

He heard Bethany sniffling next to him and Jam’s teeth chattering. 

Dragons! His eyes projected his love into the skies. Come save us. Your 
hatchlings are here. Baskania wants to kill them. Hurry! Please! 

The world looked beautiful. He could see the Substance living and 
breathing, much clearer than when he only had one dragon eye. But he was not 
going to try and change it like he’d done once. He would just wait and hope. 

“Well, look at this,” Baskania gazed at Erec. “It looks like someone has two 
dragon eyes now. Hmm, all the better for me, since they’! soon be mine.” 

Erec stared at the sky. Nothing appeared. Maybe it was hopeless. Aoquesth 
had not been sure Erec could do the dragon call. Even Aoquesth was not 
powerful enough to do it toward the end of his life. 

“Hurry. Please.” 

Balor walked up to Jam, spinning a remote control in his hand. “I can’t wait 
to kill one of these retards. This will be fun.” 

Damon grabbed the knife and plunged it into another dragon. It shuddered in 
his grasp, choking as Damon pulled out the dripping knife. 

“Save its blood,” Baskania said. “We’ll need it later.” 

Grinning, Balor pointed his remote at Jam. “Say good-bye, loser.” 

The sky was empty. Erec looked at Jam in apology. Jam smiled back as if to 


say it had all been worth it. 

Then a swoosh filled the sky. And another. And another. Balor looked up and 
tripped backward. Broad, stretched black wings cut through the air, scales 
glittered, and fire shot like lightning bursts from a stormy sky. 

Erec looked up with his dragon eyes, and connected with dragon after 
dragon. They saw him, knew him through his eyes, and understood. A dragon 
wing brushed Balor into the bushes. Talons poured from the air, grabbing 
Dollick and Damon Stain, pulling hatchlings to safety, melting the chains that 
held them. Balor emerged and swung toward Erec, teeth gritted. He pointed his 
remote control, but a dragon knocked him down. 

Baskania’s eyes narrowed with hatred. His lips curved into a deep sneer, 
then he raised an arm. The two dead hatchlings that remained on the ground flew 
into his hand. Then he disappeared, the three Stain boys vanishing with him. 

A dragon cut through Erec’s, Bethany’s, and Jam’s bonds with her claws. 
They collapsed on the ground, panting in relief. The dragon sat with them on the 
grass. It was Patchouli. “I see you have both of Aoquesth’s eyes now. He must 
have really believed in you.” She looked around. “It looks like he was right.” 


Dragons were thanking Erec and flying home with their hatchlings, many with 
green tears falling and talking about the two hatchlings that had died. Patchouli 
stayed to make sure Erec and his friends were okay. It felt good to rest, to look 
up at the stars. This had been a long day. 

Patchouli stretched a wing. “Thank you, Erec, once again. You saved my 
children, and now you have saved everyone else’s. The dragons are forever at 
your service.” 

Erec’s smile was tinged with sadness. “I had some help, you know. Jam and 
Bethany each did their part too. I just wish all the hatchlings had made it.” He 
thought about the two that had died, unable to understand how Dollick and 
Damon Stain could have wanted to kill them. 

“T know.” Patchouli sighed steam. “I do too. But you saved all the others, 
Erec.” 

Jam handed Erec a wet towel. “You might want to wipe your face, sir. There 
are green stains under your eyes.” 

Erec was glad Jam was yet again prepared for everything. He cleaned his 
face, wondering if the stains were from dragon tears. 

An odd giggle filled the air, and then the Hermit appeared, spinning through 


the air in a wild dervish dance. “Greetings, King Erec.” He bowed low. “Or, then 
again, maybe not!” He fell on his head. 

“What are you doing here?” Jam asked. 

“Dancing. Laughing. Spinning. Much better than sitting on the ground like a 
lump.” 

Erec was too tired to pay much attention to the strange man. “I think I better 
get some sleep.” Then, suddenly, the world in front of him swirled into a dense, 
overpowering green that was filled with the Substance. Each particle of it that 
hung on the webs of the Aitherplanes moved, swirled, and spun like its own little 
galaxy. He stared harder and could break down the particles into smaller ones 
with his eyes, and build them up again. Then his body exploded in a roar, an 
eruption that was so intense it stunned him. His hands prickled, claws popped 
from his fingers. 

He knew it was a cloudy thought, or a premonition, but it was stronger than 
any he’d had with just one dragon eye. What was happening to him? Another 
roar racked his body, and then he got a vision, so much clearer and fuller than 
any before. 


Explosion. Destruction. The entire world in ruin. Devastation. The planet 
shattered. 

Things were moving fast, confusing, like a film running backward at top 
speed. Now he was watching something happening before the destruction, and 
something before that. He couldn’ catch it all, didn’t know if he was supposed 
to. 

The image kept moving back in time until...today. Now. Something was 
happening right now that would lead the world into chaos. And he could see 
what it was. 

Thanatos Baskania was leaning over a well, sprinkling a liquid into it and 
saying a spell. He was getting his grandmother out of the well. 


The intense green was gone, his claws had disappeared, and Erec looked 
around the room. 

Bethany and Jam stared at him, stunned. It was only the Hermit who hopped 
over to him and said, “Welcome to the future.” 


CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR 


Creeping Albatross 


Erec FINALLY FOUND his voice. “I got a cloudy thought. Something bad is 
happening right now. I have to stop it, or...” He could not describe what chain of 
events would happen if he did not intervene. “Baskania is getting his 
grandmother out of a well. It has something to do with him getting the Final 
Magic, and it’s going to ruin everything if I don’t get there right away.” 

“Where is it?” Jam asked. 

Erec’s cloudy thought had been clear. “The well is in Cyprus, in Upper 
Earth. It’s near the ruins of the ancient city of Salamis, near Famagusta. I know 
just where to go. The Port-O-Door will get me there. I have to hurry.” 

Jam said slowly, “Baskania’s grandmother has been dead for a long time.” 

The Hermit nodded. “He is bringing her back.” Everyone stared. Bringing 
her back from the dead? “She knows the Great Secret—where the Final Magic is 
hidden. She was a wise woman. Baskania must have finally found the creeping 
albatross to bring her back. It was supposed to be extinct. And he has the dragon 
blood now too.” 

Patchouli looked at him sadly. “I would go with you, Erec, but I cannot go 
into Upper Earth.” 

“T understand. Thank you.” 

Bethany crossed her arms. “Well, PI go with you.” 

“Me too, sir,” Jam said. 

“No.” Erec held his hands up. “Please. This is walking straight into danger. I 
may not come out again. And I would not be able to do it knowing either of you 
could be hurt. I have to go alone.” 

Erec’s urge to go to the well in Cyprus was as strong as any cloudy thought; 
all the more so because he knew what was at stake. He stood up. “Time for me to 
do this.” 

Bethany threw her arms around him, tears rolling onto his shoulder. “Don’t, 


Erec. Let’s just tell King Piter and let him handle it.” 

“That’s a laugh. King Piter has yet to handle anything. The cloudy thought 
came to me, and I have to follow it. I don’t have a choice.” He put a hand on her 
cheek. “Take care of Wolfboy for me again, if I don’t come back right away.” He 
hugged Patchouli, then he walked with Jam, Bethany, and the Hermit to the Port- 
O-Door vestibule and shut the door on the black Jotnar sky. 


Erec easily found the ruins near Famagusta in Cyprus on the Port-O-Door map 
from the tiny green comer of the screen labeled “Upper Earth.” He shook hands 
with Jam and gave Bethany another hug. “I’m sure Pll see you soon.” He 
smiled. “Don’t worry about me.” The Hermit patted him on the head. Then he 
walked through the Port-O-Door alone. 

It was nighttime in Cyprus, but Erec’s eyes were used to the dark. He knew 
where to walk—around this corner, down a hill, then past rows of towering 
Ionian columns that shot into the dark sky. He saw somebody and froze...but it 
was just the headless statue of an ancient Cyprian woman. 

Around another bend he saw the well. There was Baskania, three extra eyes 
open on his forehead, with Balor and Damon and Dollick Stain in tow. He was 
pouring things into a large glass vase. “Balm of Gilead, dittany of Crete, 
sandalwood, fresh dragon blood, and my prize.” He pulled out a clump of frilly 
leaves with tiny blue flowers. “Creeping albatross, thought to be extinct. The 
missing ingredient I have so long sought.” He stirred it into his concoction. 

Baskania’s voice thundered, “Abandon all hope, ye who enter here, for nigh 
is the colossus of the night, the towering strength I am giving to you.” He shook 
a beaker and poured it into the well. “Oh, annus mirabilis...rise! Rise!” 

It was too late. Baskania and the Stain boys reached into the well and pulled 
four people out, one after the other. In fact, the people showed no interest at all 
in coming out. They shouted and grunted, trying to push their rescuers away. A 
terrible smell of decay wafted from them. Two of them, a boy and a girl, jumped 
immediately back into the well. A young man stood shivering, grasping himself. 
He kept looking into the well with longing, as if he too wanted to jump in, but 
instead he crouched behind it, shaking violently, grasping his arms as if he was 
sick. 

An old woman with tangled gray hair tried to tug herself free from the Stain 
triplets. “Let me go, you badly made imitations.” Her gathered moss-green, 
ankle-length skirt swished around her feet as she struggled. Tight green sleeves 


with wide maroon flared cuffs and a white lace bodice surrounded with maroon 
fabric made her look like she had walked out of a museum. She glared at 
Baskania. “You oaf. Let me go back to my nice sleep. You have no right waking 
me up like this.” She pulled harder without success, and her eyebrows lowered. 
“I knew Magda wasn’t raising you right. That child had no sense. Look at you, 
Thaddy. You take after me. Use your powers to do some good. You could do so 
much for the world.” 

Baskania sneered at her. “Shut up, you old wretch. I saved your life for one 
reason. You know the prophecy, the Great Secret of where the Final Magic is 
hidden. Where is it?” 

She yanked but could not pull herself away from the triplets. “Even if I 
remembered, I would never tell you. You would destroy the world with it. Look 
what’s happened to you, Thaddy. Your mind is corrupted with powers that you 
should never have had, things you should not have learned. You cannot have this 
one. Now put me back and go.” 

“Stupid old woman.” Baskania’s eyes narrowed. “You can’t fool me. In 
coming back from death you know everything you have ever known, and you 
can see into the future of your offspring as well. So tell me, where is the secret to 
the Final Magic? I knew that note of yours mentioned something about a 
miniature. Is it hidden in a toy?” 

Erec noticed the young man behind the well had run off. Baskania’s 
grandmother shook violently. “I cannot tell you. If you find out, it will be some 
other way. So let me go back to my death. This life you have put upon me hurts 
my bones. I need to get back.” 

Erec crept closer, not sure what to do. If he could just surprise the Stain 
boys, maybe she could break free and jump back to her death. Baskania’s beaker 
had been emptied; hopefully he had no more to bring her back again. 

Baskania tilted his head and said in a sickeningly sweet voice, “Grandmother 
Cassandra, I did not want to have to resort to this. I am afraid I will have to make 
you talk.” He raised two fingers and pointed them at her. 

Erec’s body tightened, ready to pounce on the triplets. But before he could 
move, someone behind him ran and hurled himself against their feet, then took 
off running into the night. The Stain boys stumbled and fell, tumbling over 
themselves. Baskania’s grandmother broke away, dusted off her dress, muttered 
a thank-you over her shoulder, and threw herself into the well. 

“Who did that?” Balor stood and dusted himself off. 

Baskania stared into the distance, fuming. “The butler did it. Erec Rex’s 


friend.” 

Erec’s heart pounded. Jam had snuck here behind him! In moments, Jam was 
kneeling at Baskania’s feet, tied with magic rope. “Are you here alone?” 
Baskania fumed. “Where is Erec Rex?” He paused, chin in the air. “Aaahhh. 
Very interesting. I sense something close by, something that is just what I need.” 
He smiled, kicking Jam over onto his side in the dirt. 

“Erec,” Baskania called in a singsong voice, “come here, boy. I have a treat 
for you.” 

Erec took a step back. He could sense Baskania probing in his mind. 

“T think you have something I want, and I have something you want. Maybe 
we can make a little trade. You give me that worn out scroll in your pocket, the 
one that doesn’t work anymore, and Pll give you your butler friend back. Sound 
fair?” 

Erec stood frozen. Baskania must have read his mind enough to know he had 
the Archives of Alithea. Even though it was worn out, Ugry had used it to find 
out where Danny and Sammy were. There was no way Erec could give it to him. 

“Don’t be silly,” Baskania replied to his thoughts. “Balthazar is a seer. The 
scroll just made clearer what he could already see. I am not a seer, unfortunately, 
and I have no dragon eyes yet to help me see the future. The scroll is useless to 
me. But I am a collector of old artifacts. It would be a good trade for me still. 
And I?ll spare your friend here.” 

Erec wondered how he could get Jam free without giving Baskania the 
scroll. He obviously couldn’t trust him. Then a vision appeared before Erec’s 
eyes. It was a gleaming scepter, filled with magic, hope, and promise. It 
twinkled, calling out to him, radiating power. Erec reached for it, but it pulled 
back just beyond his touch. 

Baskania’s voice was soft. “This is your scepter, Erec. Yours to control. I 
promised it to you the first time we met, but you turned it down. I wanted you to 
be on my side, work with me. It’s not too late, you know. I can help you, give 
you everything you always wanted. Come to me, stand at my side, and the world 
will be at our feet.” 

Erec hungered for the scepter, wanted it more than he ever did before. It had 
made him whole. He could feel the power it commanded rushing through his 
body. Its roots grew through his mind, deeply embedding themselves like a 
monstrous weed. If the scepter was his, he could get rid of Baskania for good, he 
was sure of that. He would fix the world, cure it of evil. 

“That’s right,” Baskania’s voice purred. “You could do anything. I would let 


you. You’ll learn to respect me, and I will respect you. You earned it. Now give 
me that used up trinket and save your friend’s life.” 

Why was he even thinking about holding onto a worthless scroll when Jam’s 
life was at stake? Erec could not remember. If he cooperated now, Baskania 
would be on his side. There was nothing wrong with that. He would get a scepter 
for sure, and now he knew that was what he needed the most. 

Erec stepped out of the shadows, holding the Archives of Alithea before 
him. It flew out of his grasp into Baskania’s hand. Magic ropes fastened around 
Erec. 

Baskania turned the scroll over in his hands. “That’s right, boy. Good work. 
Now with a little luck Pll get this gem in working order once again.” All of the 
eyes on his face glowed as he stared at the scroll in concentration. A white haze 
formed around it, moving and changing the parchment until it looked like new. 
“That’s better. Nothing a little Substance couldn’t fix. Now let’s see how it 
works.” 

Erec looked up with helpless rage. He had been tricked. Baskania was going 
to use the scroll to find out where the secret to the Final Magic was hidden. His 
eyes glowed with greed. “Now, I believe to work this I just need to open it up.” 

Erec looked for Jam, but he was gone. What happened to him? Did he 
escape somehow? Something tugged at his back, then the ropes around him 
loosened. 

Baskania seemed oblivious, his eyes blazing as he stroked the scroll. He 
pointed at Erec. A black beam shot from his finger. Right before it reached Erec, 
it dove off-course and into the Amulet of Virtues. The two colored segments 
absorbed it. Baskania growled. “Not to worry. That thing isn’t strong yet. PI kill 
you after I enjoy my precious reward.” He stroked the scroll. 

Fingers loosened the ropes around Erec, but he held still, waiting for 
Baskania to focus on the scroll before he broke free. But should he run? Leave 
Baskania to get what he needed from the Archives of Alithea? Then again, what 
could he do to stop him? 

Maybe...It seemed a long shot, but he had to try it. 

Baskania held the Archives of Alithea up high. Erec backed slowly away, 
out of his loosened ropes. The young man who had been in the well winked at 
him. 

“How did you get me out of there?” Erec asked quietly. 

The man held up a knife. “Silver,” he whispered. “Cuts through the magic. 
Lots of these in the houses around here. People know how to protect 


themselves.” 

The young man looked familiar, but Erec was sure they had never met. “I’m 
your great-great-grandfather,” he whispered. “Nice to meet you, Erec. Now get 
out of here. It feels awful to be brought back to life after all this time. It’s time 
for me to dive back in that well.” 

Erec found Jam backing slowly away from Baskania into the darkness. 
Baskania opened the Archives of Alithea. Erec could see the scroll from a 
distance. There was only one thing he could think of to do: Ask it a question. It 
was his only hope. Maybe if there were two conflicting truths the scroll would 
get messed up somehow. Or maybe it would answer his question and not 
Baskania’s. 

In a flash, the scroll was open. Erec concentrated and asked it a question. It 
was a Stupid question, but it was the only thing that popped into his mind. 

“How old am I?” 

At the same moment, Baskania’s voice thundered, “Tell me the secret of the 
Final Magic, and where it is hidden.” The scroll burst into flames in his fingers. 
Two red beams of light shot from the scroll toward Baskania and Jam, and two 
white beams flashed toward Erec and Jam. Then blackness filled the air, and the 
scroll’s ashes crumbled into the dirt. 

Erec knew. And he ran. Footsteps and a figure sprinted close beside him. It 
was Jam. They ran past the columns and up the hill to the Port-O-Door, slammed 
it shut, and fell on the floor of the west wing. 


Bethany was sitting vigil by the door with a pillow. She sprang to her feet and 
threw her arms around them. “You’re back! You did it!” 

“No.” Erec shook his head. “He got the best of me. I gave him what he 
wanted—the Archives of Alithea—and he used it to learn where the Final Magic 
is.” 

Bethany was quiet. Jam said, “Sir, you did your best. He has ways of getting 
into your head. You could not help it. But I am not sure that Baskania got the 
information he was looking for.” 

Erec looked at him. “Did you see the scroll? Do you know the truth?” 

Jam nodded. “Yes. I know two truths, from the two beams of light. The one I 
shared with you, that the secret of the Final Magic is hidden in the mind of the 
smallest child of the greatest seer of the first king of Alypium. That is what you 
and I know.” 


Bethany’s jaw dropped. “That’s me.” 
“And?” Erec said. 
“And the secret I shared with Baskania. That you are thirteen years old.” 


CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE 


The Golden Ghost 


Even THoucu IT was the middle of the night and Erec had been through more 
than he could imagine, there was no way he could sleep. He wandered the halls 
with Jam and Bethany, stopping in the kitchens to get plates of pizza and 
brownies. 

“Pm thirteen,” Erec said to no one in particular. “The same age as King 
Piter’s dead triplets.” 

Bethany shivered. “The same age as Danny and Sammy.” 

Jam added, “The same age as the Stain triplets.” 

He didn’t want to think about it. He had found out too much recently. His 
only memory of his dad was not his real dad at all, and the guy’s boss in his 
dreams had been Baskania. His own memory had been taken out and sold to 
someone else. 

“You know,” Bethany said, munching a chocolate peppermint cookie, “I 
looked into my family lineage. Right up the family tree. There was no Bea 
Cleary. I was bummed, thought I might be related to that great seer from back 
then.” 

Jam said, “We’re definitely going to need to keep an eye on you, modom, in 
case Baskania finds out you hold the secret of the Final Magic.” 

“Do you know it?” Erec asked. 

She shrugged. “I don’t think so.” 


Erec hoped walking the wings of the castle would get the images out of his head. 
Baskania raising his grandmother from the dead. Aoquesth falling to the ground. 
Balor pointing his remote at Jam. He wondered if he would ever be able to sleep. 

“Hey, here are the stairs to the catacombs below the castle,” Bethany said. 
“As long as we’re walking, let’s go down. They were abandoned for ten years 


when the castle was on its side, since the basements were covered up. I’ve been 
curious to go there.” 

They wandered through a maze of twisty passages until they were well lost. 
Jam opened the door to a dusty old laundry room with washing machines that sat 
motionless, not running around trying to lap up clothing, as Erec had seen others 
doing before in the castle. He shut the door, disgusted. “They went too long 
without being fed,” Jam said. 

They were shooed away from the dungeon entrance by two silver ghosts 
dressed in glowing armor. Soon they spotted a door with a gold handle. Erec 
opened it and walked into a vast room. A golden, glowing figure rose and glided 
toward them. Erec could see features on his face, but also could see right through 
him. 

Jam gasped. “It’s a golden ghost. Do you know how rare—” 

The ghost smiled. “Yes, we are rare. How can I help you?” A tall box stood 
behind the ghost. It looked like a thin coffin with solid gold sides and a pane of 
glass in front. 

“What is that?” Erec asked. 

The ghost smiled. “It’s King Piter’s most treasured possession. I am here to 
guard it.” 

“What is it?” Bethany asked. 

The ghost pointed behind Erec. “Why don’t you ask him?” 

King Piter stood behind them. He laughed. “Thank you, Homer, for calling 
me. I should have known you would find your way here before long, especially 
with Bethany’s inquisitive mind. Well, I suppose I can tell you what this is. It’s 
well guarded, but even so, this is the reason I turned the castle on its side as I 
was falling under Hecate Jekyll’s spell. So nobody could get to this. 

“Tt’s a Novikov Time Bender. It took many years to have it made. I do not 
know yet if it works. The time has not been right to test it. But I plan to use it 
one day, to right things that went wrong in the past. It is not to be used lightly.” 
His eyes settled on Erec. “Let’s go upstairs now. I think your mother would like 
to see you again, Erec.” 

Erec noticed the scepter in the king’s hand and eyed it hungrily. He forced 
himself to think of other things. 

“The dragons send their thanks,” King Piter said. “You did more than I was 
able to do. In fact, when I consulted the Hermit, he told me that you had 
everything under control.” He chuckled. 

“T had help. Aoquesth...” Erec was at a loss for words. 


Bethany put her arm around him. “Want a cloud cream sundae before you go 
home? I know where they keep everything in the kitchens.” 
Jam put a hand up. “Please, modom. It would be my pleasure.” 


King Piter spoke quietly through tight lips, as if he was holding back a laugh. “If 
it is okay with you three, I’d like to fix your hair now.” 

It seemed an odd thing to say. But when Erec looked at Bethany and Jam his 
eyes widened. Their hair stood out like wooden blocks around their head, 
hardened into a solid mass. He reached up and felt his head, but his hand hit 
something that felt like a brick. “What happened to us?” 

The king smiled. “I think you picked up an ailment that’s common in 
Otherness. Probably never got vaccinated for helmet hair?” He pointed at the 
three of them, and their hair flopped down softly around their faces again. 
Bethany giggled. 

“T’m going to stay home for a few weeks,” Erec said, licking cloud cream off 
a spoon. “I could use some boredom after all this. And I’d like to hang out with 
Danny and Sammy for a while.” 

Bethany smiled. “PI tell your tutors.” 

Erec’s hand flew to his face. “Ugh. Could I please get new tutors when I 
come back?” 

King Piter nodded. “P1 do what I can. Are you ready?” He walked with his 
hands on Erec and Bethany’s heads to the Port-O-Door in the west wing. Jam 
shook Erec’s hand, and Bethany gave him a squeeze. 

Then Erec turned his back on the world of magic and entered the world 
where the only thing that’s magical is in our hearts. 


EPILOGUE 


Ten Years Earlier 


"THE GOLDEN GHosT had been clear. June O’Hara had to get these two three- 
year-old children and the baby to safety as fast as possible. And that meant 
Upper Earth. Obscurity. Well, after all this, that was fine with her. 

Before she performed the spell on Erec, she pulled his face to hers. She 
would miss his wildly curly blond hair and rugged looks. He had always been 
big for his age. Well, best not to stand out now. She held her breath and pointed a 
finger at him. 

His sister looked at him and let out a wail. 

“Shh. Quiet.” June patted her head. “It’s still Erec, honey.” She looked him 
over. Good. His hair was dark now, with a hint of red. She had tried to make it 
straight, and the front worked but the back was stubborn, holding on to its wild 
curl. Well, she could have done worse. His blue eye shone the same as always— 
that was a line she could not cross, would not want to ever change about him. 
Hopefully someday he would get his other eye back with the dragon’s eye 
attached to it. 

She hugged his sister, already missing her beautiful blond curls. With the 
point of a finger, the girl’s beautiful features melted and transformed. Not bad, 
June thought. She could live with that. The baby boy began to cry, and June 
picked him up and bounced him in her arms, unsure how to comfort him. He 
probably missed his mother. Well, they would all have to adjust now. 

She looked around the castle for what could be the last time. Her Seeing 
Eyeglasses were around her neck, so she would not be totally out of touch. In her 
pocket was her favorite alarm clock, and next to her stood a tall wooden coat 
rack that she had taken from Balthazar Ugry’s chambers. He would not need it 
now. The coat rack skittered back and forth across the floor, dancing an 
occasional jig in a nervous fashion. It had been chummy with Balthazar’s tuxedo 
jacket, so she had to have it with her. It was the closest thing she had to that coat. 


She choked back a sob. 
May the coat and the coat rack someday reunite. 
Meanwhile, the Memory Mogul awaited. 
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Erec Rex: Search for Truth 
Kaza Kingsley 


For my uncle Alan, keyboard player extraordinaire, who gave me a true 
appreciation of music in general and the Beatles in particular. I hope you are 
jamming with John Lennon somewhere right now. 

‘Beauty is truth, truth beauty,--that is all 

Ye know on earth, and all ye need to know.’ 

--Keats, "Ode on a Grecian Urn" 

I am a stag of seven tines. 

I am a wide flood on a plain. 

I am a wind on the deep waters. 

I am a shining tear of the sun. 

I am a hawk on a cliff. 

I am fair amongst flowers. 

I am a god who sets the head afire with smoke. 

I am a battle-waging spear. 

I am a salmon in a pool. 

I am a hill of poetry. 

I am a ruthless boar. 

I am a threatening noise from the sea. 

Who but I knows the secret of the unhewn tomb? 

--"The Song of Amergin," A.D. 400 
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1 
CHAPTER ONE The Substance 
Channel 


IT MUST HAVE been a dream. That was the only explanation Erec Rex could 
think of for what had just happened. Yes, a nightmare. That's what it was. 

Thirteen-year-old Erec blinked a few times, waiting for his bedroom to appear. 
It did not. In fact, his skin still looked disturbingly green. And his fingernails-- 
were they shrinking before his eyes? They hadn't really been long claws a 
moment ago, had they? 

After waiting another minute, Erec squeezed his eyes shut, wishing 
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he was anywhere else. The sad fact had sunk in--he was not in bed after all. 
He was lying on his back in Fork-Out Grocery. Heaps of sparkling pink 
notebooks and toppled stacks of diaper boxes were scattered all around him in a 
big mess on the floor. 

At first he thought he was covered in snow. Then he saw the slashed boxes. 
Torn white fluff from shredded Lil' Dumpling diapers covered everything around 
him like a Christmas display. But who would have shredded the diapers all over 
like that? He ran his hand through his dark hair, which was straight in front and 
wildly curly in the back, shaking diaper fuzz from his head. 

Then Erec noticed gray dust sprinkling down from a black, charred hole in the 
side of a nearby case of spaghetti boxes. It looked like someone had blasted it 
with a flamethrower. Who could have come in here and done this? Someone 
really ransacked this place. 

Erec gulped as a realization dawned on him. If he truly was here, in the 
grocery store, and he had not been dreaming, then maybe... 

Could he have done all this? 

This was not good. 


A little girl stood staring at him, her lip trembling. She tugged on her mother's 
skirt and pointed at Erec. The mother glanced at him with disgust, as if he was a 
delinquent who made a mess of store displays for fun. 

Erec wished that were true. Because what really happened was far worse than 
a bout of bad behavior. What had just happened, in fact, should never have 
occurred here, in New Jersey, in plain sight of normal people. 

Erec hid his eyes with a diaper fluff-covered hand. He had to face the facts. 
He had begun to turn into a dragon. 

His adopted siblings had seen it too. All five of them had been swarming 
around the grocery store, dumping unhealthy sugared products into their 
adoptive mother June's cart faster than she could 
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take them out. Danny and Sammy, thirteen-year-old twins with sandy brown 
hair, and Nell, eleven, had watched Erec grab hold of a shelf when his head 
began to spin. Nine-year-old, redheaded Trevor had popped around the corner 
just as Erec's vision faded out. And Zoey, just five, with wild blond curls and 
hazel eyes, was staring at him when he woke up on the ruined store display. 

But it was what happened in between his vision fading and waking up among 
diapers that made Erec's heart race. He'd had a cloudy thought. 

Cloudy thoughts were what Erec called the strange commands that took him 
over at times, forcing him to do whatever they said. His whole life he'd had to 
deal with being overcome, when he least expected it, with orders appearing in 
his head. Cloudy thoughts made him do things like run to the bottom of a 
staircase and hold his arms out. He would feel like an idiot crouching there, but 
then a little girl would tumble down the stairs into his arms. He would have 
saved her without even knowing she was coming. Cloudy thoughts had also 
saved his own life many times, giving him extra strength and telling him what he 
needed to know to survive. 

But things changed. Erec inherited first one and then the other eye of his 
dragon friend, Aoquesth, who died saving Erec's life in a battle. The dragon eyes 
were now attached to the back of his own eyes, and carried special powers that 
he looked forward to discovering. The first one made his cloudy thoughts more 
intense, with visions like premonitions. But this was his first cloudy thought 
since he had gotten two dragon eyes, and it was different, more powerful than 
any he'd had before. 

Erec took a breath. What had just happened to him in the grocery store? Right 
when he picked up a carton of his favorite cookies, Chocolate Springballs with 
cherry centers, everything had turned green. His eyes had swiveled around so 
that his dragon eyes were facing forward. His mind seemed to race through time 


so fast he couldn't make out what was happening. He remembered grabbing the 
metal shelf for support. 
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Then the vision in his head slowed down and showed him something terrible. 
His best friend, Bethany Cleary, was in danger. 

Thick white ropes and webs hung in the air. Bethany was panting, long dark 
curls plastered against her sweaty face. She was backed against a wall, trapped. 
She had been running away from three boys, one with white, fuzzy hair covering 
his head and neck, another with an odd gray cap that stuck high over his head, 
and the third with black hair and an evil glint in his steely blue eyes. Now she 
was cornered. 

Erec gasped. It was Dollick, Damon, and Balor Stain. They were the triplets 
working with evil Prince Baskania to overthrow the Kingdoms of the Keepers, 
the unseen magical realms connected to ours. Erec had been amazed when he 
found the strange place, and more shocked to learn he had been born there, in 
Alypium. 

Balor Stain pointed what looked like a normal television remote control at 
Bethany. Her body stiffened as she was magically lifted from the ground. 

A shadow appeared, morphing into a tall man with silver gray hair that grew 
into a sharp widow's peak. A cold blue eye peered from his face with a dark gap 
marking where his other eye should have been. Today his forehead was wider 
than the rest of his face. Across it gleamed seven more eyes, each from a 
different former owner. 

It was Thanatos Argus Baskania. The Shadow Prince, as his followers called 
him. A smirk snaked across Baskania's face. "Ah, Bethany Cleary. Daughter of 
the great seer, Ruth Cleary. Too bad she had to go so young, too, eh?" His voice 
sounded like nails on a chalkboard, making Erec's bones shiver. 

Bethany glared at him, unable to speak or move. 
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"But Ruth was in my way. Just like your friend Erec." Baskania cackled "Soon 
he will join your mother and you, along with everyone else who is an obstacle to 
me." 

Erec filled with rage as he watched the horrifying vision unfold. He clawed 
the air around him, vaguely aware that his skin was turning scaly and green, and 
claws were sprouting from his fingers. 

Bethany looked furious. She struggled with her invisible bonds. 

Baskania sucked in his breath. "Well. The Fates have smiled upon me at last. I 
was fascinated to hear the secret you just told your friend. So you hold the key I 
have been searching for." His voice lowered to a whisper. "Somehow, you will 


teach me how to use the Final Magic. Control over everything I desire, life and 
death. Amazing He smiled, the corners of his mouth twitching. "If I can't find the 
answers I need from torturing you alive, I'm sure I will discover them when I 
remove your brain." 

Erec roared in fury at the image in his head. He lost control, thrashing and 
clawing. Something hot came out of his mouth. It made him feel better for a 
moment, but not for long. 

A rope spun out of Baskania's palm and wrapped tightly around Bethany. "Say 
good-bye to the world, Bethany Cleary. You'll be safe in my fortress for the 
remainder of your short life." He snapped his fingers. Baskania, Bethany, and 
the Stain triplets disappeared. 

That's when Erec opened his eyes into the white diaper fluff, the would-be 
snow of Fork-Out Grocery. 
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Nell appeared at Erec's side with the help of her walker. "Erec, you...you..." 
She pointed at the charred hole. Black strands of spaghetti poked from the boxes 
around it. "Fire came out of your mouth." 

Erec stared at the boxes. He had breathed fire? 

But how? Erec shook his head. So this was what his dragon eyes were doing 
to him? Turning him into a dragon? He shouldn't be here, in Upper Earth. If 
people saw him shooting fire here, they'd lock him up. 

He gulped, thinking about what he had just seen happen to Bethany. Had she 
already been captured? Did Baskania really find out her secret--that somehow 
she carried the key that he could use to learn the Final Magic? 

Baskania not only wanted to rule the Kingdoms of the Keepers, but he also 
owned huge megacorporations all over the nonmagical world, and led a political 
movement trying to take over the United Nations. If Erec had not stopped him, 
Baskania would have taken over the Kingdoms already and destroyed them. That 
was reason enough for Baskania to want to kill Erec--but he also craved Erec's 
dragon eyes for himself. 

What Baskania wanted most of all was to learn the Final Magic, magic so 
powerful that nobody could ever stop him. King Piter, ruler of Alypium, had told 
Erec that the Final Magic would make Baskania lose control and destroy the 
world. 

Erec froze. His cloudy thought wasn't over yet. A message filtered into his 
mind that told him the rest of what he needed to know. 

Bethany was not captured yet. Baskania had not found out her secret. But he 
would. Erec's vision would come true, and Bethany would die--if he didn't get to 
Alypium immediately and stop his friend Oscar Felix from ruining everything. 


Panic seized him. How would he ever get there in time? He knew that in just 
three hours Bethany would tell Oscar the secret, one that nobody should ever 
know about her. And somehow because of 
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this, only three minutes later, she would be captured by Baskania and would 
die. 

"Mom," Erec snarled between gritted teeth, "we have to go now. Buy the food 
later." He took a breath. Maybe she didn't understand. "I'm telling you, Bethany 
is in danger. I have to get there fast. I don't think I'm going to make it in time." 

June nodded, but kept putting groceries onto the conveyor. She glanced 
around to see if anyone was listening, then said, "Relax, Erec. I'll get you there 
as soon as we get home." 

"But, Mom..." He wanted to yank her out the door. "It takes time to catch a 
train to New York. And to get to FES Station. Then I still have to take the artery 
there, and then find Bethany, wherever she is. We have to go now." 

June tossed a box of Flying Count cereal onto the counter, her brown hair 
pulled into a ponytail. The cashier lazily scanned cracker boxes and put them in 
a bag. She seemed to be moving in slow motion. June said, "I understand, Erec. 
That's why I'm going to get you there immediately. As soon as we get home. Let 
me just pay for this. You'll have plenty of time." 

"How can I get there immediately? It will take hours." Frustration filled him. 
She just didn't get it. 

June looked around and then whispered, "I have a way to get you to Alypium 
straight from our house." 

"But--" Erec's breath caught. He knew his mother was not supposed to 
perform magic in Upper Earth. If she did, the wrong people might find her again. 
Normally he would never want her to do that. But Bethany would die if he didn't 
get there right away. 

She noticed the look on his face. "What's wrong? I thought you'd be happy 
that you don't have to go through FES Station." 

Erec shrugged. "There's no choice. You're right. You'll have to 
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send me there by magic. I just worry about you getting caught." 

June smiled. "But I won't be doing magic. I got a new Vulcan product that will 
take you. They're not trackable." 

Erec's mother had bought things before from a store called Vulcan, in the 
Kingdoms of the Keepers. Strange things, like an alarm clock and toothbrush 
that acted like they were alive. Well, Erec thought, whatever this new thing was 
that June had bought, it had better work, and fast. 


After paying the cashier, they walked through the parking lot, zipping up 
jackets against the chilly January air. A heavyset woman with dark hair, a very 
white face, and too much makeup bumped into Danny right as they were 
leaving. She turned her head away quickly before Erec could get a good look at 
her. Danny looked up and said, "Oh, excuse me," but she was gone. 

In the car, Danny and Trevor played keep-away with an apple. Danny made 
Trevor list statistics of his favorite sport, springball, each time he caught it. That 
was easy for Trevor, until Zoey intercepted the apple and ate it. 

Erec barely noticed what was going on around him. All he could see was a 
scene from the future where Baskania captured the best friend he ever had. 

June pulled a small silver ring out of a box. "Amazing," she said. "Hard to 
believe this could actually work." 

Erec raised an eyebrow. "It better." The little shining band did not inspire 
confidence. 

"Don't worry," June said. "Vulcan products always do what they're supposed 
to. It'll be interesting to see what happens. This"--she held out the ring--"makes a 
Substance Channel. The ring carves a wormhole into the Substance around us, 
and it can take you anywhere. You direct it as you go." She turned the ring over 
and frowned. "Well, 
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you should be able to understand this better than anyone else. You can see the 
Substance when your dragon eyes are out." 

Erec nodded. His dragon eyes let him see the nets and webs that carried 
channels of magic all over and through the earth. 

June rubbed the ring in her hands until it began to glow. Then she pulled, 
stretching it until it was bright and thin, like a glittering hoop for a circus animal 
to jump through. 

"Ouch!" June jerked her hands away from the ring. It hung in the air, 
glimmering. She rubbed her hands together. "That felt like an electric shock." 

Erec pointed into it. "Am I supposed to climb through there?" 

Suddenly, the ring began to spin. Soon it was whirling so fast that there was 
no way Erec could go near it. He was afraid it would slice into him if he touched 
it. 

The faster the loop swirled in the air, the wavier it looked. Instead of a circle, 
it became ripply, glowing as it grew until it was Erec's size. Then it stopped 
suddenly and hung still. It was round again, but now it pulsed with greenish 
light. Erec carefully put a hand through the ring. An invisible force pulled his 
fingers, as if to guide him in. 

"You're supposed to think of the place you want to go while you're in the 


Substance Channel," June said. "Focus on it. And let me know you got there 
okay." 

"Sure," Erec said. "After I find Bethany, I'll e-mail you on the MagicNet." 

"Okay. I can always check on you with my Seeing Eyeglasses." June had a 
pair of glasses that let her see whoever she missed the most, anywhere they 
were. For a while the glasses had been stuck on their alarm clock. June had to 
send the clock to a Vulcan store to get them removed. 

Erec put his arms through the ring, then he slid his head through. 
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Instead of coming out the other side into the room, he was surrounded by 
darkness. Before he knew it, he was sucked into space. 

It was a strange feeling, floating on nothing in the blackness. He was hanging 
in stillness. And he didn't seem to be going anywhere. How much longer before 
he would arrive? 

Then Erec realized he had not given the Substance Channel any directions. 
Alypium. He focused his mind on it. He had to get to Alypium, fast. 

Suddenly he felt himself whizzing through space. It was as if a tunnel were 
being carved around him as he went. Relief surged through him. Good. He 
would get there soon and find Bethany. But where in Alypium was she? And 
how would he find her? 

Then a thought occurred to him. Maybe the Substance channel would take 
him straight to Bethany if he concentrated on her instead of a specific place. 

He thought about Bethany, saying her name in his head. Take me to Bethany 
Cleary. He thought about her tanned face, her dark, wavy hair. Then his head 
filled with the image he had seen of her in the future. Frozen against a wall. 
Ropes around her. Scared, helpless. About to die. 

Please, he begged the Substance, get me there fast. 

The memory of his cloudy thought haunted him. The man he hated more than 
anyone in the world was going to hurt Bethany. The one who had killed his 
dragon friend, Aoquesth. Erec pictured Baskania, seven eyes across his forehead, 
standing before Bethany, ready to torture and kill her because he thought she had 
the secret of the Final Magic. 

Erec felt a jerk, as if he suddenly had shifted direction. He was yanked 
sideways, then thrown into the light on a hard floor. When he looked up, the ring 
hanging in the air above him vanished. 
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He dusted himself off, relieved. He was indoors. But this place did not look 
like the Castle Alypium. It wasn't a shop, either. The room he was in was large. 
The air was thick and hard to breathe, but then again he always felt this way 


when he first arrived in the Kingdoms of the Keepers. He had to get used to it. 
A group of people stood nearby. They were all looking at him. 
But only one of them stepped forward and smiled--the one with seven eyes 
across his forehead. 
12 


CHAPTER TWO The Ghost Surgeon 


THICK CURTAINS HUNG around the stately atrium that was scattered with 
plush furniture. An ornate reception desk sat at the back of the room. People 
walking by stopped and stared at Erec, then noticed Baskania and rushed away. 

"Well," Baskania said to Erec, "what a nice little present." He laughed. "Two 
little presents, actually." He tapped the empty space on his face where his own 
eye once had been. "Looks like I'll get to 
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fill this gap with your dragon eye sooner than I expected. And now I'll have 
your other one to match it too." 

Baskania pointed a finger at Erec. "Say good-bye to the world, boy. There's no 
dragon to save you now." 

Erec squeezed his eyes shut, waiting for a shock of pain, blackness, or 
something that told him his life was over. 

He cursed himself. Why did he mess up in the Substance Channel like that? 
His mother had told him to concentrate. All he had to do was think about 
Bethany or a place in Alypium. And instead he had let his mind wander to 
Baskania, of all people, which brought him here. 

He could not believe how badly he had messed up. Soon Bethany would tell 
Oscar her secret. And somehow, just three minutes later, Baskania would know, 
and Bethany would die. 

There was another problem too. Even bigger, if that was possible. Erec had 
been the only one competing with the nasty Stain triplets to become a new ruler 
of the Kingdoms of the Keepers. Three kids were to be crowned soon. For some 
reason Erec had been the only one chosen by King Piter's scepter during the 
ceremony. That didn't seem to matter to Baskania, though, nor to the Stain 
triplets who were competing with Erec for the throne. If Erec died now, they 
would take over, Baskania would become the emperor, and his madness and 
power would drive him to destroy the world. 

And it was all Erec's fault. 

Surprised that he was still alive, Erec cracked his eyes open. Baskania 
frowned at his finger. "No," Baskania murmured. "The dragon eyes. How 
careless of me." He saw Erec staring with shock and confusion, and smiled. "I 


must be careful with your eyes so there will be no mistakes. I had two dragon 
babies before, but by the time I took their eyes out they were worthless. They 
had been dead too long. No, I'm not going to kill you yet. We'll have the surgeon 
take 
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your eyes out first, correctly, and then I will have the pleasure." 

Baskania closed his eyes in thought, then a glowing silver man appeared at his 
side wearing a silver laboratory jacket. A stethoscope hung from his neck. It was 
hard to see him in detail. When Erec looked straight at him, he became blurry. 
An intense radiance glimmered around him. 

Erec recognized him as a silver ghost, like the first bus driver that had taken 
him to Alypium. So this would be who would cut his eyes out right before he 
died, he thought. 

He tried to remember anything he could about silver ghosts. They were vain, 
didn't like people, and would do almost anything for payment. But there was one 
other thing Erec remembered about silver ghosts that flooded him with hope. 

They could not touch him. 

June had told him that he was charmed, and he knew from experience that 
ghosts could not hurt him. But that didn't stop his heart from racing when 
Baskania zapped him and the ghost into a room with a dentist's chair. Erec 
shuddered thinking about what might happen next. If the ghost took a swing at 
him, he would probably be safe. But if the ghost touched him with something 
else, like a surgical tool, would he still be protected? 

The ghost slid around the room gathering small drills and saws, and filled a jar 
with a clear liquid. Suddenly, Erec found himself floating through the air toward 
the dentist chair, which rose up and lay flat. Thick chains pinned his body to the 
chair. 

Erec jerked back and forth to break free. He had to get out of here. He looked 
around the room. There was one door and one window. He could see a treetop 
through the window, so they were probably up high. 

"Where are we?" he asked the ghost. 

15 

"In one of the surgical suites in the Green House." The silver ghost sounded 
bored. "Won't be here for more than a few minutes, though. Of course, you won't 
actually see where you are going after that, so it won't matter, will it?" 

Erec's heart pounded, thumping in his chest. Was this really happening? His 
eyes were going to be taken out and handed to Baskania? He struggled against 
his chains, but they were too tight. 

The ghost picked up a sharp silver instrument and long, skinny scissors, then 


sat near Erec's face. He sighed, seemingly annoyed to be wasting his time, and 
jabbed the knife at Erec's right eye. 

Erec squeezed his eyes shut. His body clenched in anticipation of the pain. He 
was afraid to open his eyes in case the ghost was waiting for him to do so. But 
finally he peeked, out of curiosity. 

The silver surgeon was frowning in frustration. He kept poking again and 
again with the knife, the scissors, and the other tools around him. He could not 
get any of them within inches of Erec's face. They stopped in midair, as if they 
were hitting a force field. 

Erec just about melted with relief. Not that he was even close to being safe. 
But at least he had a few more moments to figure out what to do. 

But what could he do, chained flat on a dentist's chair, with Thanatos Baskania 
down below? 

The ghost sneered. "You're making this difficult, aren't you? Well, no worries. 
We'll figure out a way to take those eyes out. I'm not going to tell the Shadow 
Prince he can't have what he wants." He disappeared out the door into a hallway. 

The oppressive air of Alypium was suffocating him. Why hadn't he 
remembered to take a bottle of Upper Earth air with him for little breaths, until 
he got used to it? The Substance, the network that carried all the magic of the 
world, had been messed up somehow in the Kingdoms of the Keepers. It made 
the air feel thick and nasty, 
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tinged with sadness. He couldn't wait until he grew accustomed to it so it 
wouldn't bother him anymore. 

If he lived long enough for that to happen. 

Erec felt sick. Everything he had done had been for nothing. He had finished 
two of the twelve quests that would let him become king. Around his neck hung 
the Amulet of Virtues which had appeared after his first quest, marking the 
number of quests he had done. Two of its twelve segments glowed with color. 
He had finished these quests even though he'd had serious doubts about being a 
king at all. But he knew what would happen otherwise. The Stain triplets, 
Baskania's helpers, would become kings and would destroy Alypium. And 
Baskania would be in charge. He couldn't let that happen. 

Unfortunately, Erec had more than doubts about becoming king. He was 
terrified of it. Because he knew that if that happened, he would be given a 
scepter. As much as he wanted one, as much as he craved a scepter after using 
King Piter's, he knew it would corrupt him completely, turn him as evil as the 
Stains, and Baskania himself. What would be worse, letting his enemies crush 
the world or doing it himself? He still was not sure. 


Erec pushed with all of his might against his chains, but he could not budge 
them. He dug his heels into the chair. Maybe he could slide his way out. Sure 
enough, after shimmying against the vinyl seat, he managed to inch just high 
enough to free one of his hands. 

At that moment the ghost surgeon appeared with three others just like him. 
Erec froze. They did not seem to notice that he had slid upward in the chair. 

Each of the ghost surgeons tried various ways to remove Erec's eyes. None 
was able to touch him, though, with anything they picked up. A short, paunchy 
one ran a hand up and down over Erec's arm. "Look at this," he said to the 
others. "I can't even come close to this pathetic boy at all." 
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They launched into a discussion, referring to Erec as a "rotten human" and 
"waste of space." 

"We must figure out how to fix this ourselves," one said. "If Baskania finds 
out there is a problem, we'll all pay the price." 

"Wait," another said, pointing at Erec. "We cannot touch him. But is he really 
protected from everything? Or just from us silver ghosts? Let's try calling in a 
human doctor to take his eye out." 

Erec's heart sank. They had figured it out. How would he get out of here now? 
Even if he worked his way through the chains, he would never escape all of the 
people in the Green House--especially Baskania--once they knew he was free. 

The ghosts went out into the hallway to find a human doctor. Why had he 
been so stupid? If he had just controlled his thoughts in the Substance Channel 
he'd be safely with Bethany now, warning her not to make her deadly mistake. 

There were still things he wanted to learn about himself, but now it was too 
late. He would never meet his father, whoever he was. And his birth mother. 
Where was she? And why did she leave him? Now he'd never know why he had 
been chosen to be king and do the quests. He would die knowing nothing about 
himself. 

Erec tried to push farther through the chains, but he could barely move. He 
wished he had a cloudy thought now to save him. Why wasn't he getting one? 
Maybe there was no way to save himself. If only he could escape, fly out the 
window or something. 

Erec bit his lip. Fly out the window...Maybe there was something he could do. 
Something that had saved him once before. At least he could try. 

But first he needed to bring his dragon eyes forward. He took a deep breath 
and focused as hard as he could on one thing. Love. The love that was deep 
inside him. He thought of Aoquesth and all that the dragon had done for him. 
His family, his friends. But mostly just 
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love for the world. Because that was what he had to protect now. 

Soon he felt his eyes turn in his head. Everything became a vivid green. Thick 
white ropes hung throughout the room. It was the Substance. Now that his 
dragon eyes were out, he could see it again. 

Not much time was left before the human surgeon would come to take his 
eyes. This was his last chance. 

He concentrated deeply on the love he felt inside. Then Erec looked out the 
window and focused all of his feelings into the sky, into the great networks of 
Substance that filled the air. 

Aoquesth had taught him how to call dragons with his eyes. Using all of his 
strength and love, he called to them for help. Dragons! he pleaded. Save me! If 
Baskania takes my eyes, and I can't find Bethany soon, our world will end. 

The door opened. Erec's dragon eyes swiveled back into his head. The room 
was no longer green. A tall, thin man walked in, followed by the silver ghosts. A 
few dark hairs were slicked over his bald head, and others stuck straight in the 
air. He wore a monocle over his pinched nose. 

"Hmm." The man stared at him and frowned. "I've seen you before. Don't 
know where, but I'm pretty sure you were up to no good." 

Erec shoved his heels against the chair and inched farther up through his 
chains. The ghosts tried to grab him, but could not touch him. They did not have 
to worry, though. He was far from being able to run away. 

He wondered if any dragons had heard his call. If only they would come. 
Where were they? He tried to stall a minute longer. "I have met you," he said, 
trying to think of what to say. "Wasn't it...at the coronation ceremony?" 

The man frowned. "I wasn't there. Now hold still." He grabbed a scalpel and 
put a hand on Erec's eyebrow. 
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Erec jerked his head away. He wiggled up more in the chair, but his free hand 
became caught again in the next chain. Come on, dragons, he thought. If they did 
not hear him he was lost. 

The man grabbed Erec's head. "Here we go now. Won't be a minute." 

Erec twisted and fought, but he was pinned down. The man brought the sharp 
point of the knife to Erec's eye. 

An ear-splitting crash made everyone jump. Glass and bricks flew through the 
room. A stream of fire tore through the air over Erec, blasting a wave of heat 
around him. A roar echoed through the noise of smashed plaster and wood 
clattering to the floor. 

A dragon had broken through the wall around the window. The front half of its 


body twisted around the room, shooting blasts of fire. The surgeon backed away, 
yelping in fear. The ghosts watched, unafraid, yet unable to stop it. 

The dragon reached a claw toward Erec. He jolted, suddenly realizing that 
even though he had called it, it might not recognize him. He held his breath. 

The dragon slid a talon under his chains and yanked. In a moment he was free. 
It grabbed him with its claws and backed through the hole in the wall. 

The dark-haired man watched, aghast. He looked back and forth as if he were 
trying to think how he could possibly stop a dragon. Then he grabbed a camera 
from his pocket and took a picture of Erec. "You're not supposed to do this!" he 
shouted. "This picture is evidence--you're a criminal. We'll find you, boy." 

The dragon whisked Erec into the sunlight and blue sky. Erec trembled, seeing 
the ground so far below him as the dragon whizzed higher toward the clouds. 
The rhythmic beating of its wings soon calmed him, and he realized he would 
not fall. Feeling the wind on his face while the earth sailed below him was 
incredible. 
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This was not the same feeling he'd had when he was riding on Aoquesth's 
back, holding one of his spines. Erec felt more like a mouse caught by a hawk. 
But the trees under him blended into a blur of yellow-green and lakes swirled 
into patterns with the shadows of mountains and valleys. Above him, the 
dragon's jointed black wings shot back and forth across the blue sky. He felt 
himself relax completely, absorbed by the beauty all around him. 

Soon they landed on a rocky outcrop. Erec sat up and looked around. He was 
sure they were in Otherness. The dragon's purple-red scales and gleaming ruby 
red spines shone in the sunlight. But not until she spoke did he recognize her. 

"Erec Rex," she said. "We meet again." 

"Patchouli?" He looked at her reddish face, then he was sure it was her. He ran 
over and hugged her around the neck. "Thanks for rescuing me. You don't know 
how close I came to--" 

"It's the least I could do. I still owe you for saving my babies and all the other 
missing hatchlings." She snorted and a stream of smoke billowed from her 
nostrils. 

Erec sat down and caught his breath. He was alive. Safe. 

But he still had no idea where Bethany was. Now he was far away in 
Otherness. He knew he had to find her fast, before it was too late. 
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CHAPTER THREE Mrs. Stain's 


Rumors 


EREC SAT ON a rock and rested his head in his hands. He had to clear his 
mind and figure out what to do. His heart pounded, and his breath was still 
ragged, plus the tension racing through him made it hard to think. He wondered 
if he was more driven and stressed about finding Bethany from the command of 
his cloudy thought, or if it was because he knew she would die if he failed. 

"Patchouli," Erec said. "Could you fly me back to Alypium? I 
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need to find Bethany right away. It's urgent. Maybe you could scout around 
with me from the air and look for her?" 

Patchouli sighed. The heat from her breath was so intense Erec had to step 
back. "I wish I could," she said. "But it's very dangerous for dragons to be there 
now. The Alypium army is under orders. They have detonation bombs poised at 
the sky, ready to kill us on sight." The corners of her mouth curled down. 

"But...why?" Erec didn't understand. "I thought things would be better there 
now, after the battle in Otherness. Didn't the Archives of Alithea show everyone 
the truth, that dragons were good?" 

"I wish that were true," Patchouli said. "But the only ones who saw the scroll 
were the soldiers. And what they learned was that the Hydras and Valkyries, who 
they were fighting, were really good people. I'm afraid it didn't tell them a thing 
about dragons." 

"Baskania is behind this, isn't he?" Erec said. "He's scaring everyone about the 
dragons." The thought of Baskania made him shiver. He had to hurry. "Look, 
Patchouli, Bethany's life is on the line. The whole world is on the line." 

Patchouli lifted her head and gazed into the clouds. "If it's that important, 
Erec, you should look into the future with your dragon eyes and decide what to 
do." 

Erec remembered how Aoquesth read into the future. Now Erec had both of 
his eyes, but he had no idea how to use them in that way. He shook his head. "I 
can't." 

Patchouli tilted her face, curious. "Why not?" 

"I don't know how." Erec wished Aoquesth was alive. He would tell Erec 
everything he needed to know. 

"For us dragons it comes naturally," Patchouli said. "We're just guided a little 
by our parents when we're young. Maybe I could work on it with you someday." 
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Erec kicked a rock across the dirt. Then he looked at Patchouli. "Could you 
look into the future for me?" 


"I'm not sure if Aoquesth told you," she said. "But we dragons don't use that 
power, except for emergencies. It is not easy, and it takes a lot out of us. Plus, 
sometimes seeing the future makes you want to change it. If you live your life 
seeing and changing the future it soon becomes no kind of life at all." 

That was what Aoquesth had said. Erec knew it was also just what Baskania 
would do if he had dragon eyes. He walked in front of Patchouli and put his 
hands on her snout. "Please, Patchouli. This is an emergency. For you as well as 
me. I mean it when I say our world will end if I don't find Bethany, and soon." 

Patchouli closed her eyes, then opened them. "All right. I will trust you, Erec 
Rex. The great Aoquesth placed more than his trust in you. He placed his hope 
for the future in you when he gave you his eyes." 

She rested on the ground, her head on a tuft of grass. "I'll need quiet." 

Patchouli closed her eyes. When she opened them at last, beams of green light 
shot from them, joining to form a spotlight. It shone on a bush in front of her, 
making it glow. She held so still that it looked like she was not breathing. Then, 
all of a sudden, she exhaled and shut her eyes. She sprang to her feet. 

"Erec, I was right to believe you. You will always have my trust from now 
on," she said. "What I have seen--" She stopped suddenly, and Erec knew why. 
He had seen it himself with his cloudy thought. 

"Climb on my back," Patchouli said. "I'll take you to the fields behind the 
Castle Alypium. I know now where I can drop you off safely." 

Erec scaled up her tail to her back, hand over hand, then wedged himself 
between two bloodred spines. She arched her 
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back and the earth soon sank below them. Massive black, jointed wings 
stretched far on each side of him, and below them he saw trees and ponds getting 
smaller until they were tiny. He grabbed the red spine, squeezing, as they dove 
into a blinding white cloud. 

"Patchouli?" he whispered. "I hope you know the right way." With the loud 
wind rushing into his face he was sure she could not hear him. 

So he was surprised when she answered, "Of course I do, silly boy." 

"You can hear me?" The rush of wind was so loud in his ears he could barely 
hear himself. 

But the dragon's voice boomed loud. "Our hearing is a little better than yours." 

They burst from the cloud. Mountains shot by below them, covered with green 
pine forests. It was breathtakingly beautiful. 

"Patchouli," Erec asked, "when you looked into the future, did you see 
anything you would change?" Aoquesth had said that dragons could change the 
future that they saw, if they felt it was necessary. But Aoquesth had accepted his 


future willingly, even knowing he would give up his life for Erec. 

"Yes, I did," Patchouli answered. "I am changing it. I would have dropped you 
off too far away, and you would not have found Bethany in time." He could feel 
her shudder through her scales. "I found a way to work it out." 

Erec was enjoying the ride when the spires of the castle finally rose below 
them. They started soaring downward, and the ground lifted fast to meet them. 
He felt dizzy and had to squeeze extra hard to be sure he didn't fall off. 

They made a soft landing on the ground. Patchouli's voice was quiet. 
"Bethany is with your friend Oscar in the castle gardens, right 
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near the flagpole garden, close to the castle maze. Now go. She will tell Oscar 
her secret in just two minutes." 

Erec slid from her back and stumbled, trying to regain his balance. He jogged 
away, then turned to Patchouli. "Thank--" 

"Run!" she boomed. Then the dragon soared into the clouds. 

Erec ran as fast as he could past the maze and into the gardens. Oscar was a 
good friend. He was one of the first people Erec had met in Alypium, and he had 
been at Erec's side all along. It didn't make sense that he would put Bethany in 
danger. But Erec knew that's what would happen if he didn't get there fast. 

Right past the singing flagpoles, he saw two figures on a bench. Oscar and 
Bethany. Oscar's head was on her shoulder, his red hair gleaming in the sun. 

"Nooooooo!" Erec ran toward them, screaming. 

Bethany and Oscar froze, staring at him in shock. Then a grin spread across 
Bethany's face. "Erec! You're back? That's great! I was wondering when you'd 
get here." 

The smile left her face as she glanced at Oscar sitting on the bench. His eyes 
were red and his lip was trembling. 

Erec's insides froze. Why was Oscar so upset? Had he done something 
terrible? Like let Baskania know Bethany's secret? Was he too late? "Wh-what's 
wrong?" he stammered. 

Oscar looked up at Erec, and hot tears began streaming down his face. 
"My...my...dad." It was all he could say. 

Bethany put an arm around him. "Oscar's father died, Erec. It happened four 
weeks ago, but I just found out. Oscar came here today from Aorth." 

"Did you..." Erec pointed at Bethany. "Did...you tell him..." He grabbed her 
arm. "Come here. Quick. I need to talk to you." 

"Erec!" Bethany looked shocked. "Could you be a little more 
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sensitive? Did you hear what I said? We should help Oscar feel better now." 


"I know...I will... Ugh!" Erec smacked his fist into his hand. "Listen! Both of 
you! This is urgent. I came here because I had a cloudy thought. Something 
terrible was about to happen. I have to make sure it won't happen. So I have to 
talk to you privately, Bethany. Now! Then I want to catch up with you, Oscar." 

Bethany stood, sending Erec a disapproving glance. "I'm so sorry, Oscar. We'll 
be right back." 

Oscar put his head in his hands. His voice sounded strangled. "Just go. 
Nobody cares, anyway." 

"But why would telling Oscar my secret have mattered?" Bethany asked. "It 
doesn't make sense. Three minutes later Baskania would have appeared? Why?" 

"I don't know why," Erec said. "I just know it would have happened. For 
sure." He searched her eyes. "You promise you won't tell him now? It's 
important." 

"Yeah, sure," she said. "It is funny. The thought had just occurred to me to 
mention it to him, right before you showed up. I thought I could trust him. He 
was confiding in me about how he felt. It seemed like telling him something that 
worried me might make him feel less alone." She shook her head. "I just don't 
get it.” 

They walked back to the bench, but Oscar was gone. 

"Oh, no!" Bethany cried. "We have to find him. What must he think? You 
show up and rush off with me, even after hearing that his dad died." She looked 
around. "Oscar!" she called. 

Erec sat on the bench. "I don't know, Bethany. I thought we could trust him. 
But he must be helping Baskania. Can we be sure his father even died?" 

Erec heard a bush rustling. He turned and saw a shadow move. 
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"Oscar?" Erec cleared some leaves out of the way, and Oscar's tearstained face 
appeared. 

"Go away! I heard what you said. My father did die. Not that you care. You 
were never my friend, obviously." 

Erec crouched in front of the bush. "I'm sorry." Looking at Oscar through the 
leaves, fierce and defiant, it seemed impossible that he was lying about his 
father. "Oscar, what happened to your dad? I feel awful." 

"He died." Oscar sniffed. "Nobody knows why. But you don't feel awful. You 
don't even believe me. And you think I'm helping Baskania?" He sounded 
stunned by that idea. "How could you?" 

"Oscar," Erec said, "come on out, okay? I'll tell you everything that I can, and 
maybe we can figure this out together." 

Oscar crawled out from under the bush, face puffy and eyes red, and took a 


seat on the bench, arms crossed. Bethany and Erec sat on either side of him. 

Erec had to think fast. How much could he safely tell Oscar? Obviously not 
what Bethany's secret was. But he couldn't see why Oscar could not know the 
rest. "I had a cloudy thought," he explained. "I had to find you and Bethany 
before she told you...something, and stop her." He described what had happened 
in the Green House, and with Patchouli. "I don't know why, but if Bethany told 
you that...that certain secret, then Baskania would know right away and capture 
her three minutes later." He looked into Oscar's eyes. "Have you talked to 
Baskania at all?" 

"Never!" Oscar said, outraged. "I've never even seen him in person! He 
doesn't know I exist. Your cloudy thought was wrong." 

"Maybe it's because someone else you know is connected to Baskania. What 
about Rosco? He worked for Baskania." Erec breathed a sigh of relief. "That's it! 
You would have told Rosco, and he'd have let Baskania know right away." 
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Oscar's face wrinkled into a ball, lips sticking out. "No!" he growled. "I would 
not have told Rosco anything. I haven't seen him in a month, ever since we 
found out he kidnapped your brother and sister. I'll never speak to that jerk again. 
I hate him." He glared at Erec. "I am not talking to Rosco, or Baskania, okay? I 
don't even want to know that dumb secret anyway. So don't even tell me. Just 
leave me alone." 

Oscar got up and stormed down the path. Bethany rushed after him and threw 
an arm around his shoulder, but Oscar brushed it off and ran away. 

Erec and Bethany walked through the castle gardens past brightly colored 
daisies in blues, yellows, greens, and pinks. Their huge tops spun into the air like 
small helicopters, then landed on the stems of neighboring plants, like a giant 
game of musical chairs. Some of the daisy tops couldn't find anywhere to land 
and had to spin back up again and again. 

They brushed leaping lizards from their faces as they walked. Then Bethany 
held up a finger and her dark brown eyes shone. "I got a cell phone, Erec! 
Usually they put them in your finger, like a tiny cell, when you're born. King 
Piter let me get one last week. It didn't hurt at all, just a pinch. So now I can 
make calls here." She tucked a curly strand of long, dark hair behind her ear. 
"I'm worried about Oscar. I think we should find him. Maybe I'll call him on my 
cell. He's a mess." 

Erec nodded. "I'm sure. He must feel awful. I know how I'd feel if--" But then 
he stopped. How would he feel? He had no idea what it was like to have a father. 
Of course he would be upset beyond thinking if June, his adoptive mother, died. 
But a father? Oscar was lucky at least to have had a dad as long as he had. 


Bethany took it for granted too. Not that she had a real one. Her parents had died 
when 
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she was young. But King Piter had become just like a father to her. It was 
almost the same thing. 

Erec shook those thoughts from his head. He was just jealous of Oscar and 
Bethany, which was ridiculous now, after what had happened to Oscar. He 
should figure out ways to help. 

Bethany bit her nail. "You know what he was saying, Erec?" She hesitated a 
moment. "I guess it's okay if I tell you. I mean, it wasn't a secret, I think. You 
knew Oscar never got along too well with his dad, right?" 

"Yeah." Erec remembered Jack saying that Oscar's father was pretty rough on 
him. He had sent Oscar away to boarding school when he was young. And 
whenever he did see him, he'd always seemed disappointed in him. "Oscar was 
afraid to tell his dad when he lost the third contest in Alypium last summer. His 
dad made him think he had to win all six of them." 

"That was a bit high of an expectation," Bethany said. "Considering there 
were over six hundred kids competing and only three could win." She shook her 
head. "Oscar tried so hard to impress him. He told me his father was finally 
coming around. After Rosco taught Oscar how to do magic without a remote 
control, his dad was actually impressed. 

"But then when we all found out Rosco wasn't such a great guy, I guess 
Oscar's dad caught wind of that too. Oscar had to go home. His father told him 
his magic lessons were over. No more tutors. No living in Alypium. His dad had 
had enough of his bad luck. He said Oscar would have to stay at home and learn 
to do something he could handle, like bagging groceries." 

"Oh, that's nice." Erec couldn't believe it. 

"Well, it gets worse," said Bethany. "They got into a huge fight about it one 
night. Oscar threatened to run away if his dad didn't let him learn magic. And 
just then, after Oscar went to bed all angry and 
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miserable, his father died. Nobody saw it happen. It was like a big mystery. 
On the table the next morning, they found an envelope with a ton of money in it. 
A note said that it was to pay for a new magic tutor for Oscar in Alypium. It was 
just signed ‘a relative." 

"Weird." Erec frowned. A huge blue daisy head whirled by his face. On it sat a 
small leaping lizard, riding it like a spinning spacecraft. 

"Can you imagine how Oscar feels now?" Bethany asked. "I was glad he 
opened up to me about it. It's a lot for him to deal with. He's still angry at his 


dad, but so sad, too. 

And worse, he feels guilty, like it was his fault. I told him that he had to forget 
that completely. But he can't shake it." 

"Poor Oscar." Erec felt terrible. The oppressive gloom in the air of Alypium, 
from its messed up Substance, made everything seem even worse. It would take 
him a few days to get used to it again. And then the feeling would still come 
back unbidden every now and then, stray cries of sadness from the air. 

They reached the house of Erec's pet wenwolf dog, Wolfboy. The house had 
been padded for the dog's safety during full moons. The big, mangy, dark gray 
mutt jumped all over him until he finally knocked Erec over. A big pink tongue 
covered Erec's face in slippery kisses until he pushed him away. "Good dog." 
Erec scratched behind Wolfboy's pointy ears while he nuzzled up by Erec's side. 

"You know," Erec said. "I know just what might cheer Oscar up." 

Even though it was January in Upper Earth, and the Asian mountains upon 
which Alypium was perched were covered in snow, the temperature was perfect. 
The golden dome covering the kingdom kept the sun's rays filtered in the 
summer and held heat in during the winter. 
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But Erec still wore a sweatshirt jacket, with the hood as far over his head as he 
could pull it, when he walked into town with Bethany, Wolfboy, and Bethany's 
fluffy pink kitten, Cutie Pie. He hoped that with his hood up, nobody would 
recognize him. The last time he had been spotted in Alypium, a huge mob had 
chased him back to the castle. That was thanks to Baskania spreading word 
around Alypium that the Stain brothers were the true rulers, and Erec was an 
imposter. Everyone seemed to believe that Erec was some power mad intruder 
trying to become king, and messing up everything for the poor Stain boys. 

They strolled into the agora, where most of the shops were. In a pet shop, they 
found a furry yellow kitten for Oscar. Erec thought a puppy might be more fun, 
but once Bethany saw the kittens there was no changing her mind. 

They got in line to pay, behind a tall, thin woman. Everything about her was 
pointed. Her chin, nose, and even her teeth looked sharp and nasty. Gray hair 
was shorn very short around her face, dangling longer from the middle. When 
she bent to look in her purse, the lock of hair hung down into a point, making her 
look like a curved fishhook. 

She didn't bother turning around when the kids walked behind her. Her thin 
lips pressed into a stern line as she talked to the cashier. "Thank you for ordering 
these, Mabel," she said, inspecting the gleaming, deep silver horseshoes on the 
counter. "Have someone carry the feed bags through my Port-O-Door, please." 

Mabel, the cashier, looked just the opposite of the other woman, short and 


round in a bright red sweater. When the tall woman bent over her purse again, 
the two of them reminded Erec of a hook poised next to an apple. "Yes, Mrs. 
Stain," Mabel said, nodding. 

Bethany nudged him, eyebrows raised. Erec had not thought much of their 
conversation, but now he listened closer. 
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Mrs. Stain sighed. "Those boys and their dragon horses." She shook her head. 
"We had to make their little friend, Rock, give his horse to Dollick. It really 
wasn't fair that Dollick didn't get one, you know. And we don't like to upset 
Dollick much. He makes terrible noises and starts to butt his head into people." 

Erec's eyes shot wide open as he looked at Bethany. Mrs. Stain! How had he 
not recognized that name? So this was the mother of the Stain triplets: Damon, 
with the strange bone that protruded from his head under his gray hat; Dollick, 
who baaed and looked quite a bit like a white, fluffy sheep; and Balor, their 
ringleader, who was just pure evil. 

Mrs. Stain clicked her tongue. Erec noticed that no bone shot from her pointy 
head, nor did she have fuzzy, white sheep's wool all over her face and neck. It 
made Erec wonder what her husband must look like. 

"You know," she said as she bent over the counter, hook coming closer to 
apple. "We're trying to fix the disarray that Rex boy seems to have caused." 

Erec shrank farther into his hooded jacket. He was glad Mrs. Stain was 
oblivious to his presence right behind her. 

She continued, "Spread the word, Mabel. The Rex boy is still up to no good. 
We think he's going to keep butting into the quests that the Fates are sending up 
from Al's Well. Which means he's still trying to be king. Even though he knows 
the whole kingdom is against him. We want to let everyone know that they 
shouldn't worry." 

"But..." Mabel leaned forward timidly, obviously itching to ask a question, yet 
nervous. "I heard you already tried to fix things. That your boys went to the 
Labor Society when Erec Rex was out of town, and they tried to get the next 
quest without him. Is that true? But the Fates weren't ready to send the quest, so 
they had to leave without getting it." She shrunk back, as if Mrs. Stain might bop 
her on the head. 
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Mrs. Stain's thin lips disappeared into a tight line. "That was just a test run," 
she said. "Nothing to be concerned about. It doesn't mean we aren't ready with 
other ideas." 

She looked at her watch, seeming to have lost interest in the conversation. 
"Get me help with the feed bags. Now, please. I've had enough here." Erec 


turned his back quickly when she looked around, but she was too caught up in 
herself and the feed bags to notice who was around her. 

A scrawny boy with snowy white hair and black eyes lugged the feed bags in 
and out of the wooden Port-O-Door that led into Mrs. Stain's house. She watched 
with her arms crossed, tapping her foot. Erec recognized the boy from this 
summer's contests in Alypium, where kids had competed to see who would be 
the next rulers. 

"Just think," Bethany whispered. "Balor, Damon, and Dollick are probably 
right through that door." 

Erec's mind flashed to an image of Damon and Dollick fighting over who got 
to be the first to kill some dragon babies. He almost threw up. 

They took turns carrying the new kitten to the apprentice boarding house 
where Oscar was staying. Cutie Pie rode on Wolfboy's back, an arrangement that 
looked like it was to Cutie Pie's liking much more than the dog's. On a few 
occasions Wolfboy tried to shake her off, but her claws just gripped him tighter. 

"I can't believe they tried to get the next quest from Al's Well without me." 
Erec still felt stunned. 

"How can you be surprised?" Bethany asked. "Think who we're dealing with. 
The thing is, how are you going to know when the next quest is going to start? 
Do you think Erida will actually come tell you again?" 

Erida was the Harpy who had invited Erec to draw his first two 
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quests from Al's Well. Erec had not thought about what she would do. "I don't 
know. Maybe she has to." 

"I wouldn't count on it," Bethany said. "We're going to have to figure out 
another way to find out when Al's Well is ready for you." 

A strange feeling rose in Erec. It was one he was getting used to, but not one 
that he liked. This feeling was exactly why he had not been thinking of Erida or 
his next quest at all. In fact, he'd spent a whole month at home not thinking about 
it, just enjoying his time with his previously lost siblings--the twins, Danny and 
Sammy--and putting off coming back to Alypium. Every now and then he 
wondered if Erida might try to find him, if the next quest might start before he 
got back. But then this feeling would hit him, and he'd push the whole thing right 
out of his head. 

The feeling. It was a strange mix of opposites. Insane craving and terrific fear. 
Wanting and dreading. Clinging and pushing away. 

It was all about the scepters. Erec had such an intense experience in the past 
using King Pluto's and then King Piter's scepter. But those experiences were 
nothing compared to the lingering feelings they left behind in him. Still, months 


later, there was not a day that Erec did not imagine the scepter's power coursing 
through him again. There was not a night that he did not dream of wielding one, 
controlling all he saw. 

But with those cravings came a deep terror. He knew that if a scepter was 
offered to him he would not be able to refuse it. And he saw, from his own 
dreams of conquering the world, that it would bring out the worst in him. Like 
King Pluto, who had once been a good kid, he would turn self-serving and evil. 

And doing more quests meant just one thing. Moving closer and closer to the 
day when a scepter was handed to him. 

"You know," Erec said, turning to Bethany. "I was thinking. It seems pretty 
safe for me to bow out now. I mean, I've got the Amulet 
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of Virtues. That shows I've finished the first two quests." He held the shiny 
gold disc on the chain around his neck in front of him, two of its twelve 
segments glowing red and purple-blue. "The Stain brothers, and Rock Rayson, if 
he's still with them, don't have these. I bet that means they can't really win the 
scepters. So let them just do what they want without me." 

"What?" Bethany stopped walking and squeezed the cat carrier to her chest. 
"You have to be kidding! If you don't compete, they'll take that as a forfeit. The 
only reason the Stains haven't officially become kings is that old law saying that 
twelve quests have to be done before the scepters are claimed. And if you aren't 
doing them, they'll be able to do the quests without you." 

"I don't think they could," Erec said. "Al's Well has only let me draw the 
quests, not anyone else." 

"That's because you haven't quit," she said. "If you quit, the Stains would 
probably be able to take over." She started walking again, and Erec joined her. 
"Listen, is it worth taking the risk? Knowing what would happen if Balor, 
Damon, and Dollick get the scepters? They'd hand them over to Baskania. And 
you can imagine what life would be like then." 

Erec didn't have to imagine. He'd had a glimpse with his dragon eyes in his 
last cloudy thought. It would be the same thing that would happen if Oscar found 
out Bethany's secret. Baskania would get the scepters, throw the world into 
slavery, and soon end life as they knew it. 

"There's another problem," Erec said. "Even if I do become king, there are two 
more thrones that need to be filled. The kingdoms need three new rulers. Who do 
you think will end up being the other two kings? Looks like Balor and one of his 
brothers have it pretty well wrapped up. I don't see anyone else in the running." 

Bethany kicked a pebble and sent it flying into a small patch 
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of shrinking violets. The purple flowers jolted away from the stone, quivering. 
"T'll rule with you." 

"But you can't. King Piter said the new rulers have to be chosen by the scepter 
and the Lia Fail stone. The scepter only went to me, nobody else." 

"Well, I wasn't in the castle then," Bethany pointed out. "Maybe one of the 
scepters would have come to me if I had been there. Anyway, the Stain brothers 
weren't picked, and they were there then." 

"Yeah, but they have Baskania behind them, and he can make anything 
happen," Erec said. 

"Maybe." Bethany bit her lip, concentrating. "But I wonder who the other two 
rulers are supposed to be. I guess they must be two people who weren't in the 
room during the coronation." She looked at Erec. "So it's possible that I could be 
one, I guess." 

Erec shook his head. "King Piter made it sound like I'm the only one." He 
wished Bethany was right, though. No doubt she would do a better job of ruling 
than he would, given the way the scepters affected him. 

Bethany looked as disappointed as Erec felt. "Maybe the other two kids will 
turn up somewhere. All we can do is hope." 

So, what were Erec's options? Letting Balor and friends ruin the world? Or 
getting the scepters, and ruining the world himself? Great choices. "I still think I 
should just give up," he said. 

Bethany studied his face. "I know what it is. You're afraid of getting the 
scepter again, aren't you?" 

Erec nodded. 

She sighed impatiently. "I thought we talked about that. You can just not 
accept it. When it's all done we'll bury it somewhere. Or I'll hide it from you if 
you want." 

Yeah, sure, Erec thought. Right. 
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CHAPTER FOUR A Smug Harpy and 
a Helpful Ghost 


OSCAR HELD THE small yellow kitten to his cheek. His eyes were red and 
puffy. "Thanks, guys." 

Erec tried to cheer him up. "We saw Balor and Damon's mom in the pet store. 
Looks like she made Rock Rayson give his dragon horse to their brother Dollick. 
She said it ‘wasn't fair that Dollick didn't have one." I guess it's only fair for her 
sons to have things, not other kids." 
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"What about their friend Ward Gamin?" Oscar asked. "He won a dragon horse 
too. You think they'll take his away?" 

"Who knows." Bethany looked disgusted. "Those Stain triplets don't care 
about anyone but themselves." She glared at Erec, an unspoken reminder that he 
couldn't drop the ball and let the Stain boys become kings. 

The three of them were sitting by a brook in Paisley Park. All around them 
kids were paired with tutors, brandishing remote controls and making useless 
things happen in an attempt to harness their magic. Bethany had called her 
session off today, and Erec had no tutor arranged yet. His previous one, Pimster 
Peebles, had taught him nothing--had not even allowed him to try using his 
remote control. He said it was too dangerous. 

Erec smiled at Oscar. "Well, one good thing about Rosco Kroc--at least he 
showed me how to use my remote control to move things. He's the only one who 
taught me anything about doing magic. I bet he would have shown me more, too, 
if--" 

"If what?" The smile dropped from Oscar's face. "If he didn't turn out to be an 
evil kidnapper? How could you even think anything nice about that guy? I hate 
him. Hate him." He glared at Erec with defiance. "It was your brother and sister 
he kidnapped. Remember?" 

Erec rolled his eyes. "Of course I remember. I don't like him either, believe 
me. But we used to. Remember how you talked about how great he was? How 
much magic he taught you?" 

Oscar's face was bright red. Erec immediately felt bad for making a point of it. 

Oscar growled, his eyes slits, "Don't ever speak another word about Rosco 
Kroc to me. Ever. He ruined my life." 

Erec nodded, but Bethany tilted her head, puzzled. "We all can't stand him, 
Oscar. We know what he did. But how did that ruin your life? Just forget about 
him." 

39 

Erec knew why Oscar felt his life was ruined. He had looked up to Rosco, 
loved him like a father, probably. And Rosco had disappointed him. It must have 
humiliated Oscar to find out that the person he respected most was a kidnapper 
and a spy for Baskania, and had lied to him about it. And when he was sent 
home, he'd gotten in fights with his father about getting another tutor, right 
before his father died. Maybe Oscar thought that if it hadn't been for Rosco, his 
father would have lived. He probably blamed Rosco for the whole thing. 

Oscar wiped his eyes on the kitten's yellow fur and squinted at Bethany. 
"Because of Rosco, I'll never get to do any quests with Erec. That's the only 


thing I really want to do. I could have learned all that magic from anyone." 

Erec had forgotten about that. One more reason for Oscar to hate Rosco. 

Bethany held a finger up. "Why can't you do a quest, Oscar? Just because 
Rosco said so? He's wrong." 

"No," Erec said. "He's right. Ugry said that he'd make sure Oscar would never 
go on a quest with me, just because Oscar had been associated with Rosco." 

Oscar's face was pinched. "If I ever see him again, anywhere, he better watch 
out." 

Erec figured it was time to change the conversation. "Well, I'm probably not 
going to go on another quest again, anyway. Looks like Balor and crew are 
working on ways to get the next one without me even knowing about it. We'll 
just figure out our own fun things to do here instead." 

The edges of Oscar's mouth twitched into a smile. Bethany glared at Erec, but 
didn't bring the quests up again. 

"How long have you been here?" Erec asked. 

"Just got here yesterday," Oscar said. "I have a bunch of money 
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that I found at home. Some unknown relative left it for me to get a tutor. I still 
need to find one though. Are you getting a new tutor?" 

"I better," Erec said. "Peebles stunk." 

Oscar grinned and Bethany broke into a smile. She took Oscar's kitten from 
him and rubbed noses with it. A second later Cutie Pie, pink fur on end, dove 
from a bush right at her hands. If Bethany hadn't jerked away in time, the kitten 
would have flown to the ground. "Cutie Pie!" she exclaimed, jaw dropped. "I'm 
allowed to hold other kittens. Shame on you!" 

She handed the yellow kitten back to Oscar. "I want you and Jack to have 
dinner with us at the castle tonight. King Piter will be there. He'll be so glad to 
see Erec again. We should make it a party. Sound like fun?" 

Oscar nodded. "I still have that autograph the king gave me, from the first 
time I met him." 

A loud, strangled screech made all three of them jump. In front of them 
appeared a creature with the body of a vulture and the head of a woman. Shiny 
black hair plastered on her head wound into a tight bun, and her nose shot out 
like a beak. Erec wasn't sure if she wore black lipstick or if her lips were 
naturally that dark. But either way, he recognized her, and her ferocious 
expression, immediately. 

It was Erida, the Harpy. 

Erida, from the Committee for Committee Oversight, in the Bureau of 
Bureaucrats, was supposed to be in charge of the quests. She had invited Erec to 


draw his first two from Al's Well. Erida thrust a claw toward him, holding a crisp 
parchment roll. He reached out toward her to take it. 

As if he was not right in front of her, Erida shrieked, "Erec Rex! Erec Rex! 
Erec Rex!" 

Erec jerked his arm back in shock. "Is that for me?" 
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"Erec Rex! Erec Rex! Erec Rex!" she squawked, a glint in her eye, as if she 
enjoyed making them recoil. Bethany covered her ears. With a flick of her claw, 
the parchment flew into Erec's face. "Watch out, Erec Rex," she said. "President 
Inkle made us the police here now. We've got our eyes on you. See you 
soon...sucker!" she cackled. Then she swooped through the air and flew away. 

Erec shuddered. How could President Inkle have made those awful Harpies 
the police of Alypium? Then again, the president seemed to do whatever 
Baskania wanted. Maybe this was another way of scaring the people of Alypium 
into doing whatever they wanted. 

He unrolled the thick crinkled paper. It read, "It is with the utmost pleasure 
that the Committee for Committee Oversight invites Erec Rex to the Labor 
Society this Friday at 7:00 p.m. to accept his third quest." At the bottom, a smug- 
looking smiley face was engraved next to the words, "Our Mission--PIPS: 
Pleased, Inspired, Pleasantly-surprised Service." 

"Friday? That's tomorrow. Well, this is a surprise," Erec said, staring at the 
invitation in his hand. He fingered the gold amulet around his neck, not thrilled 
about drawing another quest. "I can't believe that Alypium is going to be run by 
screaming Harpy police with their dumb committees and red tape." 

Bethany's lips fluttered back and forth between a smile and a frown. "I don't 
know, Erec. I don't like it. You heard Mrs. Stain. What if they have some kind of 
plan to trick you? But, then again, you can't quite turn it down, can you? Doing 
another quest is your only chance to be king and get rid of Baskania for good." 

"I can turn it down, Bethany. You saw Erida's face. And the words, 'Pleased,' 
Inspired,’ and 'Pleasantly-surprised'’? They want me to go. That's not a good 
sign. I better stay away." 

"So you'll quit and let Baskania get the scepters? Destroy the whole world?" 
Her eyelids narrowed and she put her hands on her hips. 
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Erec felt guilty. He was just thinking about himself. She was right. He had to 
put aside his fears of being given a scepter and actually do something to keep 
them away from Baskania. He shrugged sheepishly. "You're right. We just have 
to think about a safe way to do this." 

"Don't forget," she said, "your Amulet of Virtues will protect you more with 


each quest you do. It kept King Piter, Queen Posey, and King Pluto safe from 
Baskania when they were young, after they did enough quests." 

Erec nodded. It also gave Baskania more reason to get rid of him now, before 
he got any stronger. 

Oscar had been quietly watching them. His voice sounded distant as he said, 
"Just go without me. Nice to know you." 

Erec stared at him. "You know what, Oscar? Who cares what Ugry says? Who 
cares about these dumb rules? All the rules are being made against me now, 
anyway. I want you and Bethany to go with me on this quest. Let's see someone 
just try to stop you.” 

Oscar sat up straight. His kitten almost dropped from his lap, and had to cling 
on to his pants with her claws. "You...you mean it, Erec? I can do a quest with 
you?" He stood. The kitten tumbled to the ground but landed on her paws. "I 
can't believe it!" A grin filled his entire face. "Maybe I'll solve the quest myself! 
Maybe I'll even end up being king with you!" 

"I don't think--" Erec stopped in midsentence when he saw Bethany shake her 
head at him. She was right. Oscar deserved to feel happy. 

It had been a month since Erec had been in the Castle Alypium, and it felt 
strange being back. It was so big and imposing compared to the New Jersey 
apartment he shared with his five adopted siblings and their adoptive mother, 
June. On his way to the west wing, Erec 
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caught a whiff of something foul. Around the corner stood a man with a 
vertical crease running up the center of his bulging forehead. 

Balthazar Ulrich Theodore Ugry, King Piter's AdviSeer, leaned on his dark 
carved walking stick. The scarab amulet on his black cape was glowing. "Ahh," 
he said, eyelids narrowing. "I can see I'll be busy again." 

Erec frowned at him. "Not on my account. Just do your own thing. I'm fine." 

As many times as Erec had been suspicious that Ugry was up to something 
nasty, though, he had been proved wrong. As unpleasant as he acted, and 
smelled, it seemed that Ugry meant no harm. In fact, he had saved Erec from a 
shadow demon. He could not let himself forget that. 

"So are you saying you don't need a babysitter anymore?" Ugry looked 
perpetually annoyed. "Because that's not how it seems to me. Each time you're 
here you get in trouble." 

"T'll be fine. Just..." Erec waved as if to shoo him off. 

Ugry smirked and drifted down the hall. Erec found Bethany in the west wing 
dining hall. Its soaring ceilings, stained glass windows, chandeliers, and fancy 
china on the long table made Bethany look tiny. 


Jam Crinklecut, the butler in charge of the west wing house staff, walked in. 
He carried a silver tray stacked high with cheeseburgers, pizza, and stuffed 
potato skins. His gray vest, long black dinner jacket with tails, fancy white shirt, 
and even his white gloves looked perfectly pressed. Fortunately, his hair was no 
longer slicked to the side with thick grease as it had been when Erec first met 
him. 

Jam was more than a butler to Erec, he was a friend. He had followed Erec 
into Otherness and fought by Erec's side against the entire Alypian army. Not 
that Jam would ever brag, or even admit that he had been brave. He was too 
humble, and noble, for that. 
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Jam broke into a grin when he saw Erec. He put the platter down, rushed over, 
and put his hands on Erec's shoulders as if he were about to give him a hug. 
Then he thought better of it and instead bowed again and again. 

"Aw, cut it out." Erec boxed Jam's shoulder playfully, then gave him a quick 
hug. "How've you been, Jam?" 

"Most pleasant, young sir," Jam said in his crisp British accent. "And how 
may I best serve young sir today? Are there any special requests you might 
have?" 

Erec thought a moment. "Yes, Jam, I do." 

Jam straightened, ready as usual to serve. 

Erec smiled. "I request that you join us at the table for dinner." 

Jam's eyes flew wide open. "But...young sir." He looked around 
uncomfortably. "This is highly irregular." 

Before Erec could answer, King Piter came through the doorway. His long 
white hair was pulled back under his crown, and his eyes twinkled. The king's 
magnetic presence made everyone turn to him like needles in a compass. 

Or was it what he was carrying? In his hand glimmered a golden scepter. 
Erec's breath caught when he saw it. For a moment he forgot that everyone else 
in the room existed. It was just him and the scepter. 

"Well, Jam," King Piter said, "I think it's a wonderful idea. I'm sure Erec 
would enjoy a meal with you." 

Jam bowed to the king. "Yes, sire. If you say so, sire." He looked around 
uneasily as if wondering what to do next, then stood a moment, staring at the 
plates. Finally, he sat next to Erec. 

Bethany flew across the room and gave King Piter a hug. "Hey, Daddy!" 

A smile played on the edge of Erec's lips. Bethany used to catch herself when 
she called King Piter her father, but she must 
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have given into it finally. Erec was happy for her. She had wanted parents so 
badly, and King Piter was pretty close, basically adopting her. Bethany had 
seemed over the moon when the king told her he thought of her like a daughter. 

The king patted her head, the corners of his lips tipping into a wistful smile. 
Then he looked at Erec. "Come here, boy." 

Erec approached him, as he had when he'd first dined with the king, unsure 
what to do. The closer he came to the scepter, the more he began to squirm. He 
wanted to touch it badly but was also terrified of it. 

Then something inside him relaxed. It was better this time. The urge was less. 
He was sure of it. No doubt his cravings for the scepter were still there, but its 
grip on him was loosening. Finally! He stayed on the other side of the king as he 
came close, feeling slightly more in control. 

King Piter planted a thick palm on his head and mussed his hair, then walked 
to his seat at the head of the table. As Erec sat down, a woman's voice sounded 
in the room. "Erec?" The voice sounded familiar. He looked all over, but no 
woman was there. 

Then it was louder, making him jump. "Erec? Can you hear me?" 

Erec stood up and looked around. "What was that?" 

Bethany and King Piter watched him with quizzical looks. "What was what?" 
Bethany asked. 

"That voice!" he said. 

And then it sounded again. "Erec? It's me. Yourmom. Remember? The Seeing 
Eyeglasses?" 

The Seeing Eyeglasses let their wearer see the person who they missed most, 
and talk to them. His mother had them on now and could see Erec clearly, even 
though he couldn't see her. His jaw fell open. "So, this is what it's like? You can 
spy on whatever I'm doing with those things?" 

46 

"It's no different than when you used the glasses to talk to me. Look at the 
chair to your right," his mother said. "That way you'll be looking at me when 
you talk." 

Erec laughed. "All right." 

Bethany looked stunned. King Piter, on the other hand, munched some cloud 
rolls without taking any more notice. 

"Is everything okay?" his mother asked. "Looks like you found Bethany all 
right." 

"Yeah. And I got an invite to do another quest. So I guess I'll be here awhile." 

"I figured that would happen soon," she said. 

Bethany asked, "Erec, who are you talking to?" 


"My mom. She has the Seeing Eyeglasses." 

"Ohhh." Recognition showed in Bethany's eyes. 

"TIl check in on you later, then, Erec," June said. 

"Okay, bye, Mom." 

The king cleared his throat. "Good to see you back, Erec. I'm glad to hear the 
Fates are ready to give you your next quest tomorrow." 

"I have a question," Bethany said. "Why was there so much time between 
Erec's last quest and this one? They're so important, it seems like there shouldn't 
have been any wait." 

King Piter laughed. "I've actually been surprised at how fast Erec's quests 
have been coming. Ours were spread out much more. The quests aren't just 
contests that can be planned in advance. They are a part of Erec's real life. His 
quests will affect all of our lives, really. Things happening around us will shape 
into the right lessons for Erec to become a good king. 

"There are no time limits on quests. Some of the great quests in history took 
many years. Some of them might require a while to prepare for as well. The 
Fates would not rush the making of a king." He winked at Erec. "And they know 
when it's time to give breaks, 
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too, when they're needed. I think Erec was ready for some time at home this 
last month." 

The king sighed. "I've been busy with some problems. I'm sorry I haven't had 
time to check up on your situation much. Things are getting worse on Upper 
Earth, and it's all I can do to figure out what's wrong." 

"What problems on Upper Earth?" This caught Erec by surprise. It didn't seem 
possible that any problems large enough to interest King Piter could be 
happening on Upper Earth. 

The door flew open. Jack Hare and Oscar Felix walked into the dining hall. A 
servant appeared seconds later and held the door open, too late. He looked 
around as if to announce them but was unsure what their names were. 

Jack marched straight to Erec's side. Erec jumped up and grinned. "Hey, Jack! 
How's it going?" 

"Better now." He clapped Erec on the shoulder. "Glad you're back. You gonna 
get another slice of that amulet filled?" 

Erec looked down at the Amulet of Virtues on the chain around his neck. 
Another of the twelve slices would fill in if he completed the next quest. The 
thought also reminded him that the quest itself might not be pleasant. 

Both Oscar and Jack approached the king, bowing and thanking him before 
sitting down. 


Erec looked at the king, averting his eyes from the scepter. "What problems 
are happening in Upper Earth, King Piter?" 

The king looked down as a servant whisked a plate of what looked like green 
slop before him on a golden plate. "Bees, Erec. The latest problem is the bees. 
I've had some very upsetting news about them from my plants in Upper Earth." 

Erec, Bethany, Jack, and Oscar all looked at one another as if they must have 
heard wrong. "Killer bees?" Bethany asked. 
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"Swarming, wild bees?" asked Oscar. 

"No." King Piter shook his head. "Worse. Vanishing bees." 

Erec frowned. "You mean invisible attack bees?" 

"No, Erec," the king said. "Disappearing bees. They're not even leaving a 
trace. No dead bodies, nothing. The bees in Upper Earth are just going away 
somewhere and not coming back." 

Oscar raised an eyebrow as if the king had gone crazy, then quickly stopped 
before the king noticed. "So what's wrong if they disappear? They just sting 
people anyway, right?" 

"No, Oscar." King Piter sighed. "They do much more than sting people. Bees 
are vital to life in Upper Earth, at least as we know it. You like apples, 
strawberries, melons, cherries, pears? Bees pollinate most of the crops out there, 
and many wild plants as well. If the bees disappear and the crops don't make it, it 
would affect the food chain and many other species would die out. It would be 
hard to say how people would survive if those plants and animals start to go. 

"But the problem is even worse than that," he said. "If the bees are vanishing, 
it can just mean one thing. The Substance is starting to drain out of Upper Earth. 
The bees are the most sensitive to it. They fly along the network of the 
Aitherplanes that hold the Substance. It helps them find their way around. But if 
bees are starting to disappear, they will not be the only ones. Another creature 
will be next. And then another. It won't happen right away. But if things keep 
going this way with the Substance, one of these days Upper Earth won't be able 
to sustain life at all." 

Erec, Bethany, Jack, and Oscar walked down into the catacombs below the 
castle after dinner. The maze of twisty passages had been covered by the wall of 
the castle when it was on its side for ten years, keeping everyone out. 

"I just can't believe it," Bethany said. "Upper Earth is dying? The 
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bees are disappearing, and soon other animals will too? We have to help King 
Piter stop whatever is going wrong there." 

Erec nodded. "It has to do with the Substance. I'll talk to the dragons about it. 


They can see the Substance all the time. Maybe they have some ideas." 

"Don't you think King Piter already tried talking to the dragons?" Oscar asked. 

"I guess." Erec shrugged. "I know the Substance is different on Upper Earth 
than here. When I have cloudy thoughts I can see it hanging in the air like ropes 
here. There is a lot more of it. On Upper Earth it looks more like cobwebs." 

"King Piter said it's draining away from there," Bethany said. "What if it's 
gone soon?" 

Erec sighed. "What is it about the Substance that makes it so important?" 

"It carries the magic we all need to live," Jack said. "We learned that in grade 
school. You can't survive without the Substance around you." 

That made Erec remember the Nevervarld. In the Nevervarld there was 
absolutely no Substance. No magic could enter it at all. And no living things 
could stay alive in it except dragons--and even they could not live there for long. 
So would Upper Earth turn into a Nevervarld? 

"That's why it feels so awful to come to the Kingdoms of the Keepers from 
Upper Earth," Bethany said. "There is so much more Substance here it makes us 
feel all heavy and depressed." 

Jack nodded. "But it's not just that there is more of it here. It's that it's messed 
up here. Sad or something." 

They all nodded, each knowing the feeling the upset Substance gave them. 
Erec was glad that he was finally starting to adjust to it. 

"You know, there is one other person who knows a lot about 
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the Substance," Oscar said. "Maybe Baskania could figure out what's 
happening in Upper Earth." 

Erec stared at him in shock as they walked, and almost hit his head as he 
rounded a rocky corner. "Baskania? My mortal enemy? The guy who almost tore 
my eyes out and killed me just before I came here? I don't think I'll be going to 
him for help." Erec shook his head. "It wouldn't surprise me if he was the cause 
of the problems." 

"Here we are! The coolest room in the castle," Bethany announced with a 
grand swish of her arm. Before them was a door with a gold handle. She opened 
it, and they walked into a cavernous room. A golden glowing figure materialized 
before them. He looked like a cross between a man and a cloud. It was the 
golden ghost guarding King Piter's most treasured possession, his Novikov Time 
Bender. 

The ghost's voice wavered. "Hello, Erec." 

"Hi, Homer." Homer was the only golden ghost that Erec had ever met. As far 
as Erec knew, he never left this room. 


"A golden ghost!" Oscar looked whiter than usual, which was impressive 
given his pale skin typical of the people from underground Aorth. "I never 
thought I'd see one. This is such good luck!" He stepped forward, arm 
outstretched. "Can you help me, ghost?" 

Homer, the ghost, seemed to radiate warmth, drawing them all closer. A 
chuckle arose from the glowing apparition. "I'm afraid we're not good luck 
charms, Oscar Felix. It's true we may help humans at times, if we so choose. 
And that would be only if we feel those humans are right in their motives. But 
really, the only one who can help you, and bring you the luck you need, is 
yourself." 

Oscar did not look disappointed, only amazed, as he stepped closer to the 
smiling image. 

"And look." Bethany pointed at a tall, thin box that looked like an upright 
coffin. It was made of solid gold, except for the front, which was a sheet of 
glass. "There is King Piter's time machine." 
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They all turned to look at the Novikov Time Bender. It seemed too simple to 
send people traveling through time. Fascinated, Erec walked closer to take a 
look. The last time he had been down here, he had just lost his dear dragon 
friend, Aoquesth. He had been too exhausted to fully take in the concept of a 
time machine. 

A small television screen jutted from the side of the golden box, connected by 
a tube. The glass front was hinged like a door, with a gold handle. Peering 
inside, Erec could see some sort of dials hanging against the wall. 

Bethany looked around. "Why isn't King Piter here? Last time you called him 
right when we showed up. Aren't you guarding this for him?" 

Homer slid toward the Time Bender. "I do guard this room for the king and 
keep his Time Bender from the wrong people. I was with King Piter even before 
he had this built. But I'm not a paid servant with orders to report whoever walks 
in here. The king trusts that I know how to handle things. 

"I called him here the last time you came because Erec and Jam were 
exhausted and you had a bad case of helmet hair. I knew the king would want to 
be with you, to help you, and to say good-bye. I did not call him because I 
thought you were a danger to his Time Bender." The ghost chuckled. 

"How does it work?" Jack asked, gazing at the box. 

"Simple really," Homer answered. "Neat little device. You just climb in and 
turn the dials to the date you want to go to. Then you fit into your old body that 
was there at that time, stay for as long as you like, and come back when you're 
done. 


"Someone in this room could see you in two different ways. We could see 
your current self, laying in the Time Bender, through the glass. Of course, you 
change to look like you were at the age you went to. And we could also look 
through the viewer to see exactly what 
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you are doing while you are there, back in time." He pointed at the television 
screen. 

"I don't get it," Erec said. "You go back into your body at that time? What 
does that mean?" 

"Well," the ghost explained, "say you went back three years. You would 
appear three years younger through the glass. But also you would be there, back 
then, walking around in your old ten-year-old body. You'd fit right in with people 
who knew you at that time, except that in your case, Erec, you were not here 
three years ago. So people might be suspicious." 

This sounded amazing. "You mean I could go to any time that I was alive?" 
"Exactly," the ghost said. "But I would not recommend going back to when 
you were too young. Like an infant. Your mind would stay the same as it is now, 
of course. But you would not have enough physical strength to get around, or get 

back into the machine when you were ready. You'd be stuck there for years." 

"Could someone go into the future?" Bethany asked. 

"Very dangerous," the ghost said flatly. "I don't recommend that at all." 

"Why?" Erec asked. 

"You might make a mistake and choose a time when you are no longer alive. 
There are no guarantees on anyone's future, you know." 

Oscar looked intrigued. "And what would happen if someone went into the 
past, before they were born? Or went into the future, after they had died? Could 
they do it?" 

"They could," the ghost answered. "But their body would disappear from the 
machine. They would be transported to that date, at the age they are now, but 
they would never be able to get back. You might see them for a little while with 
the viewer, but their image would soon fade away." 
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That thought gave Erec a chill. 

"I guess King Piter has it locked up so nobody can use it?" Oscar asked. 

"No." The ghost sounded casual about it. "He trusts me to do what is right, of 
course." 

"So," Erec said, "you would never let anyone use it, I guess?" 

The ghost fluttered in front of them in at least ten different shades of gold. 
"That would be up to me." 
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CHAPTER FIVE The Torn Quest 


EREC'S MIND KEPT flitting from one thing to another. At one moment he 
would feel stunned, wondering what new trouble awaited him when he drew the 
next quest from Al's Well. The last one had thrown him into a battle where he'd 
almost died and had lost Aoquesth. Then, just as that seemed overwhelming 
enough, he would start to think about the bees disappearing, Substance leaking 
out of Upper Earth, and the normal world turning into a Nevervarld death zone 
55where nothing could live. How long before that would happen? Centuries? 
Decades? Years? 

Then, right when he was sure his head would explode, images of the Novikov 
Time Bender would pop again into his mind. Now that was one cool device. 
Imagine, to be able to go back in time like that. Where would he go? 

Then an idea hit him. Maybe he could go back and save Aoquesth. It seemed 
like Homer, the golden ghost, might actually let him use it. Didn't he say that he 
helped people who were "right in their motives"? 

Well, nothing was more right than Erec going back to save Aoquesth's life. 
That dragon had given up everything for him. The only problem was that Erec 
had no idea how to do it, even if he could go back to that battle where Aoquesth 
had lost his life. Baskania's death blade had been coming right for Erec. If 
Aoquesth hadn't stepped in and intercepted it, Erec would have died. It seemed it 
was either Aoquesth or him. 

Erec, Bethany, Jack, and Oscar met in Paisley Park at ten o'clock in the 
morning. Bethany and Jack took the day off from their tutors. 

"All right, guys," Jack said. "Erec is drawing his quest tonight at seven. We 
need to figure out a plan in case there are problems. I agree with Erec. Erida's 
invitation sounded a little too cheerful. What was that? 'Pleased, excited'...?" 

Erec smirked. "Pleased, Inspired, Pleasantly-surprised Service.' And when she 
flew away she said, 'So long, sucker.' Kinda makes you wonder." 

"I know," Oscar said. "I'll pose as you. I'll find someone who can change my 
looks. Then if anything happens, they'll have the wrong guy." 

Erec felt touched that Oscar was willing to protect him. He really was a good 
friend. "No way, Oscar," he said. "I can't let you risk your 
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life like that. You know what would happen if they captured you?" He shook 
his head. "Plus, you wouldn't be able to draw the quest, even if you did look like 
me. It won't work for anybody else." 

Bethany stared at the ground, not saying anything. Erec looked at her 


questioningly. She shrugged. "I'm kind of all mixed-up about all this." 

Erec was too. It was hard to charge into something that felt like a setup. 

"I mean, I know you have to get the quest," she said. "I just wish there were 
another way. It's obvious that Baskania expects you to go there. Maybe he's 
planning on..." Her words hung in the air. It seemed obvious what Baskania 
planned to do to Erec when he caught him. Take his eyes out and then kill him. 

Jack's jaw dropped. "I have an idea. No clue if it will work, but it's worth a try. 
Oscar, come with me. We'll meet you back here in two hours." 

Erec and Bethany brought a lunch basket, packed by Jam, back to Paisley 
Park to wait for Oscar and Jack. Of course, given Jam's expertise, it had 
everything they could want. Egg salad, tuna, and turkey sandwiches sat atop cut 
fruits, snack bars, cheese and cracker stacks perfectly lined up, and bags of fresh, 
homemade brownies, cookies, and cake slices. And, even though it was healthy, 
there was not a crumb of cloud loaf in sight. 

As they munched sandwiches and popped bites of honeycomb, spun sugar 
birds nests, and divinity, Bethany kept starting to talk, then stopping. "I mean--" 
She looked frustrated, sighing. 

"Is something wrong?" Erec finally asked. 

Bethany nodded, blushing. "I don't want you to go." 

Erec twisted to look at her. "But you were the one arguing me into going in 
the first place." 
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"I know. I mean, you have to do it. I think. I just don't want to...lose you." Her 
face flushed bright red. 

Erec looked away, not wanting to embarrass her. "Look, I don't want to lose 
me either," he joked. "I don't know what the right thing is to do. But hey," he 
said, offering her a chocolate-chip cookie, "you're my best friend no matter what 
happens. Always remember that." 

Maybe that hadn't been the right thing to say. Bethany's eyes turned red. "T'm 
sorry," she said. "T'm just worried something bad will happen." 

"Hey, I've got this thing." He held the Amulet of Virtues out toward her. "It's 
got to help a little." 

Jack and Oscar appeared with big grins on their faces. "Problem solved," Jack 
announced, dusting himself off like he was a trophy. "We got you safe passage, 
man. Now you owe us." 

Oscar beamed. "This'll work extra well, since I'm going on the quest with you 
too!" 

"Huh?" Erec looked at them. "What's going on?" 

Jack strutted forward and peered into their basket. "Hmm, I don't know, Oscar. 


I think they should give us a few brownies and some of those chocolate honey 
drops if they want to hear our good news. What do you think?" 

Oscar reached into the basket. "You're right, Jack. A little food might make me 
more talkative." He giggled and stuffed a cinnamon cookie into his mouth, but 
he couldn't wait to tell the story of what had happened. With a full mouth, he 
said, "We talked to Janus! We can go early today and draw the quest before 
anyone else knows we're there!" 

"What?" Erec could not believe his ears. "How did you get through to Janus? I 
thought he was locked up in the Labor Society building." He felt better right 
away. Janus was the odd man who looked like he had been stranded for years on 
a desert island, who 
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guarded the side door of the Labor Society, the passageway to get to Al's Well. 
He was the perfect person to help Erec. 

Oscar puffed his chest as if it had all been his idea. "You know how Jack's gift 
is that he can talk to animals? Well, he got a mouse to take a note into the 
building. Mice can always find a hole or some way in. And it brought our note 
right to Janus. He opened the door and talked to us." 

"He wouldn't let us in," Jack said. "The guy seemed scared by the whole thing. 
He thought this might make him lose his job. But he knew what was going on, 
and he wants to help. He said that Baskania took Balor Stain into the Labor 
Society through the front door. The side door you go through wouldn't let him in. 
And he marched him right up to Al's Well. Al told him it wouldn't work for 
Balor, but Baskania pushed Al out of his way and made Balor stick his hand into 
the well." 

Oscar added, "He couldn't find anything in it though. So Baskania performed 
magic on the well to make something come out of it. And you know how 
powerful Baskania is." 

"Yeah," Bethany said. "But is he more powerful than the Fates?" 

"I guess not," said Jack. "Because the thing that Balor found and grabbed out-- 
" Jack and Oscar burst into laughter. 

"Yeah?" Erec leaned forward. 

"Well," Jack said, still laughing, "you know how Al's Well looks just like a 
toilet?" 

Erec's eyes widened. "You don't mean he pulled out a..." 

"Yup!" Oscar said gleefully. 

Imagining Balor's face looking at what he had pulled from the toilet made 
Erec grin. 

"Eww!" Bethany almost rolled off of the bench she sat on, laughing. 


"So anyway." Jack chuckled. "We're going at five o'clock. Two 
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hours early. Nobody will know we're there. Janus said the only one that really 
has to be there is Erec, at least according to the Fates. So he's not breaking any 
rules. Except the million new rules that the Labor Society made up." 

"You guys are awesome." Erec beamed. "Thanks." 

The four of them strode through Alypium to the gleaming turrets of the Labor 
Society. Erec, wearing the hood of his jacket over his head, walked in the middle 
of the group. He looked down, hoping not to be spotted. People rushed by them 
on the street, in and out of shops, but luckily nobody seemed to notice them. 
Erec was relieved. He was sure if they went at seven o'clock, when people 
expected him, he'd be booed and shouted at again, like he'd been the last time 
he'd come to draw a quest. Baskania had turned the people against him. 

They crossed the lawn to the side of the Labor Society. The wooden door 
seemed out of place on the glistening silver building. A sign hung on it read 
OPEN AT SEVEN O'CLOCK. 

Erec checked his watch. It was a few minutes before five. He tapped on the 
door, holding his breath. 

In a moment, it swung open. Janus popped his head out and looked both ways, 
dust flying from his long scraggly gray hair and beard. He was filthy and bony, 
wearing a shaggy gray prison smock. Erec wondered if that was because he had 
been locked away in the little shop, or if he would look like that anyway. 

Janus whispered, voice trembling, "Oooh, I don't like this. No, sir. I'll get fired 
for this or worse, I tell you." 

"Sorry, Janus," Bethany said. "But Erec is being set up by Baskania. This will 
really help him." 

"I know it." Still, he looked around nervously. 

"I thought you'd want to be fired," Oscar said, blunt as usual. "I thought you 
didn't like being locked up in here." 
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"I don't, but I do!" Janus shook his head harder, dust flying. "This is my job. 
I've always done it," he said proudly. "I just don't like the new changes that the 
Committee for Suppressing Change made to it." He stepped back and Erec 
entered the shop, followed by Bethany, Jack, and Oscar. 

They waited for their eyes to adjust. Thick dust covered the shelves of the 
shop. The odd items set on them were too hard to make out through the caked-on 
grime. A gray cloud poofed from the shaggy carpet with each step they took, and 
all of them began coughing. 

Janus walked behind his desk and slid out a pad of paper, creating a small dust 


storm. 

Erec knew he had to sign the pad. That would let him through the force field 
into the building to get to Al's Well. "Will they be expecting me in there this 
early?" 

A wild cackle jolted through the room and everybody jumped. Then an 
unnaturally loud, deep voice boomed, "Yes, Erec. They will." 

Erec spun around. Behind him stood Thanatos Argus Baskania. 

Baskania had one eye open in the center of his forehead and another on his 
chin. Both of them were blinking and looking wildly around, seeing things that 
Erec could not. One of his natural eyes was still missing; a terrible, dark hollow 
sat in its place. He had removed it to make room for Erec's dragon eye. But his 
other natural steely blue eye bored straight into Erec's. His silver-gray hair 
formed a perfect widow's peak in the center of his forehead, right above the eye 
there. A narrow, crooked nose jutted above his thin, pinched lips. His long, black 
cape hung over his tall, strong frame. He caressed a small silver ball, which he 
then dropped into his pocket. 

Next to him stood Balor Stain, lips tight in a grin, and a terrible gleam in his 
icy blue eyes. His jet-black hair made his pale skin look even whiter. Erec 
thought he saw a hint of fear in Balor's face, behind 
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his bravado. Balor whipped a remote control from under his blue apprentice 
cloak. "Howdy, Erec Rex." 

Erec's eyes narrowed at him. 

In a moment, rope shot from Baskania's palm and coiled tightly around Erec, 
from his shoulders to his ankles. Erec cringed. Now what would he do? He 
struggled against the ropes with no success. How did Baskania find out they 
were here? 

He was stuck. Or was he? Erec had a thought. There was one way he might be 
able to get out of these ropes--summoning dragons again with a dragon call, as 
Aoquesth had taught him to do. 

But Baskania gazed at him. "Interesting thought. I'll have to put a shield 
around the building to block any transmissions to dragons." He drew a few 
markings in the air with his finger. "That should do it." His thin lips twisted into 
a smile. 

Erec stared in shock. Baskania had read his mind. He almost kicked himself. 
Of course Baskania could do that. Now what would Erec do? His heart was 
pounding. He would never get away. 

Bethany ran to Erec, fumbling with the tight rope as if she could possibly free 
him. Two large men strode through the door. Erec recognized them as players on 


Baskania's Super A springball team. One was the burly John Arrete. He had the 
magical gift of stopping time, which made him perfect as the team trapper, a 
position similar to a goalie. The other was Gog Magnon, the team's batter, who 
looked more like a caveman than ever. Gog locked the door behind him. 

Baskania laughed. "Nobody leaves here, understood?" 

Gog Magnon and John Arrete bowed their heads. "Yes, Shadow Prince." 

Jack and Oscar seemed frozen, dazed. 

Baskania turned to Oscar with a smug smile. "Thank you, Oscar, for letting 
me know where to find Erec. I couldn't have done this without you." 
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Oscar's jaw dropped open, and some squeaky noises came out. Jack and Erec 
looked at him in horror. Bethany stopped trying to untie Erec, a useless 
endeavor, and sat on the floor in shock. 

"But...but..." Oscar's face flushed red. 

"Now." Baskania turned to Janus, who shrank under his gaze. "As for you--" 

"I'm sorry!" Janus blurted out. "Don't kill me, please! I was just trying to 
help." 

"I know you were, Janus." Baskania's voice was calm. "I'm not upset at all. 
Quite the contrary. You've helped me quite a bit here. Now you will just continue 
to follow my orders and you will be rewarded." He smiled. 

A strangled shout burst from Oscar's mouth. "I didn't tell you anything! You 
liar! I've never even seen you before." He was panting, and his fists were 
opening and closing. 

Baskania turned to him, eyebrows up. "But of course you did, Oscar, or how 
would I know to be here? You're my good friend now. Don't be ashamed to 
admit it." He laughed, a wild cackle. 

Oscar ran at Baskania and tried to kick him in the leg. Before his foot hit, 
Oscar sailed backward and slammed against a wall. 

"Now, now, Oscar,” Baskania said. "That is no way to treat a friend." His 
eyebrows lowered. "I would not advise trying that again." He turned to Janus. 
"Now that we know Al's Well is ready, Balor Stain will be drawing the quest 
today. Erec will stay here in case I need him to help Balor. And when I no longer 
need Erec here, I will bring him back to my fortress. Come, Balor." 

Balor walked to the paper pad and picked up the feathered quill. He signed his 
own name, and Erec's name, several times. The signatures did not fill with light 
as Erec's had. 

Balor looked at Baskania, and this time the fear in Balor's face was 
unmistakable. He opened the door that led into the Labor 
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Society. A shimmering bubble filled the door frame, the same one that only 
Erec had been able to pass through. Balor stepped back, then rammed himself at 
the membrane. He fell back, unable to get in. 

After a few attempts Baskania sneered. "I'll get you there my own way." He 
snapped his fingers, and he and Balor disappeared. 

All eyes in the room focused on Oscar. "How could you?" Bethany asked. 

"I didn't do anything!" Oscar yelled, enraged. "He lied. I never saw him before 
today." 

"How did he know your name, then?" Jack asked, his voice cold and hard. 

"How do I know?" Oscar put his hands over his face. "Aargh!" he shouted. 
Then he looked at Jack. "I can't believe this. It's not my fault! Why won't you 
trust me?" 

Jack stared at him. He said slowly, "So help me, Oscar. If you're lying--" 

"T'm not!" Oscar grabbed his shoulders, frantic. "Believe me." 

Jack sighed. "I do believe you. I just don't get it though." He looked at Erec. 
"Hey, I know Oscar really well. I think he's telling the truth." 

Erec and Bethany nodded. Erec had his doubts, but it didn't seem like arguing 
would help. 

Oscar started to calm down. "Now," he said, determined, "let's think of a way 
out of here." In a flash, he grabbed a large dust-covered item off a shelf and 
swung it hard at Gog Magnon. 

Erec could not believe his eyes. Either Oscar had been telling the truth, or he 
was truly sorry for what he'd done. Attacking a massive oaf like that was pretty 
bold, or stupid. 

Before the object, which may have been a lamp, hit Magnon in the head, 
Arrete performed his famous trick of stopping time. One 
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second later the lamp was back on the shelf, and Oscar was crumpled on the 
floor across the room. 

"Huh?" Magnon grunted, confused. He looked like he was thinking about 
clobbering Oscar but decided not to, as he hadn't been touched. 

Erec thought about trying a dragon call, even though Baskania had blocked 
the building against it. But before he began to focus on it, Baskania and Balor 
appeared again. Balor looked angry, wiping a hand on his blue cloak. He must 
have reached into Al's Well and not had any luck. Erec remembered what Balor 
had pulled from the well last time and gave him a smirk. 

"All right, Erec." Baskania's eyebrows lowered at him. "It seems you will be 
necessary. Sign the paper." 

The ropes fell instantly from Erec's sides and he picked up the feather quill. 


He hesitated a moment, wondering if he should do it. But he realized that he was 
unable to fight. If he drew the quest from the well, he would at least know what 
to do. Maybe if he survived, he could attempt the quest--although surviving did 
not look likely. 

As he signed the pad, the letters of his name cracked deep into the paper. 
Bright light shone from the words into the shop. 

"Take Balor with you through the side entrance," Baskania said. 

Erec walked with Balor to the bubblelike material that glistened in the door 
frame. He passed his hand through easily. Balor stepped in front of him, 
blocking him, but bounced off the force field like it was rubber. 

Then Erec slid right around Balor and into the Labor Society building. He 
filled with new hope. Was this possible? He had escaped! If he could just get-- 

But something yanked him right back into the shop. Balor had grabbed Erec's 
jacket and kept part of it from crossing the barrier, using it to pull him back. "Oh, 
no you don't, you loser. Let's try 
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this." He shoved Erec behind him and threw Erec's arms over his shoulders. 
Then, holding his wrists, like Erec was some kind of cape, Balor tried to butt his 
way through the membrane. Erec's hands slid in, but Balor bounced off. 

"Forget it, Balor," Baskania said, disgusted. With a nod, he and Balor 
disappeared from sight. 

Seizing his chance, Erec charged through the doorway into the huge glass and 
steel Labor Society lobby. Was he free? He looked around. Nobody seemed to 
notice him. 

But a hand fell heavily onto his shoulder. Of course Baskania would not let 
him go that easily. 

Balor was waiting by the elevators. They rode down to the bottom floor. 
Baskania followed Erec and Balor up the hill to the well. He tapped on the 
gravestone marked JACK that they passed at the bottom. "Looks like it's time for 
Jack to have some company." 

When they got to the top of the hill, the door in the stone was open. Al 
lumbered over, waving them in. He looked just like a plumber in his overalls and 
tool belt, and was carrying a big plunger. "You two back again?" Al said, eyeing 
Baskania and Balor. 

The stench hit Erec right away. He had forgotten how awful it smelled here. 
Al had called it the "smell of life" because "people's fates weren't always that 
sweet." He had said Erec would get used to it, but Erec doubted that was 
possible. Balor and Baskania were disgusted, not liking the smell any more than 
he did. 


"I gotta finish polishing it, after that last mess." Al shot a look of disapproval 
at Baskania, then walked through an opening in the round shower curtain around 
the well and bent over it. The back of his overalls were loose, so his shirt came 
up and the top of his rear end showed over his pants. Balor snickered. 

Al backed out and closed the curtain. "Let's do it right this time," he said. Erec 
was amazed that Al did not seem afraid of Baskania. 
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He yanked a cord and the curtain flew open, revealing the gleaming white 
toilet that was Al's Well. Servants behind Erec stood in a row and bowed deeply 
before it. Erec thought he heard a distant chorus singing a single note: 
"Aaaahhhh." 

Al gestured toward the toilet. Balor followed Erec and stood next to him. 

"You want to go first?" Erec asked Balor, smirking. 

Balor scowled at him. 

"You will both reach in at the same time," Baskania's voice boomed. "Balor 
will take the paper, either in the well or as soon as it's out. Balor--before he sees 
it." 

Erec got onto his knees before the porcelain commode. The inside was a 
straight drop into blackness, like a never-ending latrine. He reached a hand 
inside. The air within it was misty, and the water seemed boiling hot and ice cold 
at the same time. He almost jerked his hand out, until he realized that it did not 
hurt him. 

Balor crouched next to him, plunging his hand in. Both of them fished around 
in the strange liquid. Chills raced through Erec. What would the quest say? 
Would Baskania let him find out? Would it be something dangerous? He knew 
the quest was meant for him. It didn't seem right that it was being taken away. 

A thick, warm paper entered his grasp. This was it! He tugged, but it was 
caught on something. Was it Balor? Did he have it? 

Balor looked like he had something, but from the look on his face he wasn't 
sure what it was. 

Erec tugged, and he felt the paper rip. He fished around a moment, but the 
other piece was gone. Both Erec and Balor pulled their hands out at the same 
time. 

In Erec's hand dripped a piece of paper, torn at the end. In Balor's hand was a 
smelly, slimy piece of poop. 

Balor shrieked and flung it into the grass. Almost in the same 
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movement he grabbed the paper from Erec's hand. He wiped his hand on the 
grass and read the quest. Confusion filled his face. '"Get behind?” he said. Then 


he gasped in shock, and looked from Erec to Baskania, aware that he had read it 
aloud. "I'm sorry," he sputtered to Baskania. "It just didn't make any sense, or I 
wouldn't have said it. Look, the end is ripped off." 

Baskania turned over the paper as Balor again wiped his hand on the grass and 
then the shower curtain, to Al's annoyance. "Get behind"? Erec thought. What 
kind of a quest was that? Only part of one, it seemed. Get behind what? He 
snickered at Balor. "Looks like the Fates sent you a message, too." 

"Reach back in," Baskania commanded. "Find the other part." 

Balor sat poised to grab the paper, this time not bothering to reach into the 
liquid himself. Erec stuck an arm all the way into the toilet. He could feel 
nothing except for the strange liquid. 

Al, standing in his line of sight, mouthed something at him. Erec could not tell 
what he was saying. He seemed to be repeating a word, but what was it? 

Then Al made a little motion with his hand. And Erec suddenly understood. 

Flush. 

Erec put his left hand up by the toilet handle, pretending to grasp so he could 
reach deeper in. Then he grabbed the handle and pulled. 
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CHAPTER SIX The Pool Table 


A HUGE ROAR FILLED Erec's ears, and he was sucked headfirst into the 
toilet. As he flew in, he caught a glimpse of shock on the faces of Balor and 
Baskania. 

Erec choked and sputtered in the liquid as he shot through a long tunnel. He 
felt pops in both of his wrists and then something opening there. His breathing 
became regular again. With a jolt, he realized that his Instagills had opened, and 
he was breathing 
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through them. Erec and Bethany had won the Instagills--automatic gills that 
opened when they were in water--in Queen Posey's Sea Search contest when he 
had first come to Alypium. 

Colors that Erec had never seen before whirled around as he spun through the 
liquid in Al's Well. He had the sensation of being surrounded by fire and ice, a 
feeling that almost burned yet did not hurt at all. As he plummeted through the 
giant tube, the liquid around him was replaced by regular water. It sped him 
around bends and curves gently, rushing past other openings and forks, carrying 
him through an underground network, as if he were a tadpole. He looked for the 
other half of the paper with his third quest written on it as he swirled on, but 
even if it were somewhere in the water, it would have been nearly impossible to 


find. 

A smile burst across Erec's face. He was free and soaring safely away, 
somewhere. If only he had seen the whole quest he would know what to do. But, 
then again, Balor would have seen it too. 

The tunnel felt like a giant water slide, whipping and turning him this way and 
that. Erec began cheering. He found that he could hear himself, even though he 
was underwater. Maybe the Instagills had that effect too. In the end, he slipped 
up through a thick, dark pipe and into a shallow pool. His head popped out of the 
water and he took a breath. The feathery gills in his wrists shut back into slits. 

Erec tried to absorb what he saw around him. He was indoors, in a small 
rectangular pool of water that sat on a pedestal--the pedestal being the tube he 
had just come through. The water was only up to his chest as he sat on the 
bottom. Around the room were shelves stacked with games and books. The room 
felt oddly familiar. Erec was sure he had been here before. 

Then he realized. This was the game room. He was in the castle! Bethany and 
he had fallen onto the wall in this room when the castle had been on its side. The 
games and furniture had been piled on the 
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wall then. Only the pool table had remained fixed to the floor. 

Erec remembered what had happened when Bethany accidentally flipped a 
shelf up with her foot. The top of the pool table had opened and loads of water 
had dumped right on top of her. 

He was in that pool table! Erec looked around, amazed, and then climbed out, 
dripping water all over the rug. He found the same shelf that Bethany had kicked 
on the side of the room. It was pushed up against the wall. When he pulled the 
shelf flat, a green felt top covered the water in the pool table. The shelf was 
marked with a few wavy lines--a water symbol. He flipped the shelf up and 
down a few times and watched the water appear and disappear under the felt top. 
It must have opened automatically when he shot out of the tunnel. 

Now he understood why the table had dumped tons of water on Bethany when 
the room was on its side. It was a passage out of the castle, leading into endless 
water tunnels. 

Dripping all the way, he walked to his room in the west wing, dried off, and 
changed. He was safe now, and nobody knew where he was. If only he could 
find a way to figure out the rest of his third quest. 

Erec called Jam on the house phone in his room, then met with him in the 
west wing dining hall. He figured it was a good place to wait for Bethany, since 
they hadn't eaten dinner yet. After Erec told Jam about what had happened, the 
butler looked faint. "Young sir, I believe you have had enough near-death 


experiences for all of us. Maybe it's time to relax a while. Rest in your room if 
you like. I'm more than happy to bring you anything you want there." 

"I'm fine, Jam," Erec said. "I just want to find out what my quest was 
supposed to be. How will I ever know?" 

Jam studied him. "Well, young sir, you do have those dragon eyes. Maybe you 
could learn to use them." 
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That was it! His dragon eyes could show him the future--and let him change 
it. That was exactly what he needed to do. Patchouli said she could teach him 
how to do it. Now he would just have to find her. 

Bethany walked in, then stopped, staring at him in shock. "Erec? You're 
okay?" She threw her arms around him and then Jam, as if hugging one person 
wasn't enough to show her relief. 

Erec grinned, thankful that she was safe as well. "Bethany, do you remember 
that pool table in the south wing near the castle armory that dumped water on 
you?" He told her how he had been catapulted there, flushed through Al's Well. 

She laughed. "That explains one more thing I saw. Janus helped Jack, Oscar, 
and me escape from his shop after you and Baskania were gone. We hid behind 
some trees and bushes nearby, just in case you showed up and needed us. After a 
while we heard this noise. It was Balor, bursting out of a ditch filled with water. 
He was soaking wet, coughing and choking. I couldn't understand how he got 
there, or why. But I bet he flushed himself after you and ended up there." 

Erec grinned. Of course Balor would try to follow him. "I wonder why we 
ended up in different places?" 

Bethany thought a moment. "I bet the Fates had a hand in it. It is their well, 
right?" 

"Yeah," Erec agreed. "And guess what they sent him when he reached into 
Al's Well?" They both laughed until their sides hurt. 

"How did Janus help you guys escape?" he asked. 

Bethany sighed with relief. "He was babbling, and kept pointing to different 
things around his shop. I thought he was just nervous. But then he made a big 
fuss about one of the dusty things sitting on a shelf. He acted all worried that 
someone was going to steal it, said it was really valuable and nobody should 
touch it, and we weren't really supposed to be in there anyway. 
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"I thought he had gone overboard from all the stress. But he was pretty crafty 
after all. John Arrete picked the thing up, whatever it was, and he froze like a 
statue. Gog Magnon looked confused. He's not too bright, because when Janus 
begged him not to take the thing out of Arrete's hands, he grabbed it too, and 


froze. We just ran out of there." 

"I hope Janus doesn't get in trouble for that," Erec said. Then he thought of 
something that made him frown. "I don't understand why Oscar is telling 
Baskania where I am. I can't believe it. I never thought he would do this to me." 

Bethany shook her head. "I don't think he did anything, Erec. That's the 
strange thing. I believe him. Just looking at him, how upset he got at Baskania--" 

"Tt was all an act," Erec scoffed. "Why would Baskania make up something 
like that? And how else would he know we would be there early?" 

"I don't know," she said, puzzled by that too. "It's not like I have a good 
explanation. I just know Oscar." 

"I don't think you do." Erec felt impatient. "What about my cloudy thought? If 
you had told your secret to Oscar you'd be dead right now. He has to be talking 
to Baskania." 

Bethany could see Erec was still tense, and she changed the subject. "So the 
only part of the third quest you heard was 'Get behind'?" 

Jam served Erec some macaroni and cheese, and Bethany loaded her plate 
with some of the goodies that were now in front of them. "Yeah. 'Get behind.’ 
That really tells me a lot." 

"I'm going to find King Piter." Bethany stood. "Wait here. Maybe he has an 
idea what we can do." 

Jam disappeared for a while, and he was just returning with three cloud cream 
sundaes when King Piter walked into the room with 
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Bethany. "I'm glad you caught me, Erec," he said. "I'm leaving tonight for 
Upper Earth and won't be back for a few days." 

"Jam." Erec motioned toward a chair. "Get a sundae for yourself, too, and join 
us, okay?" 

Jam sheepishly nodded. Erec thought he looked grateful even though he was 
embarrassed. 

The king listened to Erec tell about the ripped quest. "That's a shame," he said. 
"That never happened to Pluto, Posey, and me when we did our quests." He 
frowned. "Which reminds me, you are still doing them all alone." He shook his 
head. "I wish there was a better way." 

"T've taken friends with me," Erec said. 

"I know, Erec. That's not the same." The king shook his head. "I think you 
understand." 

Erec did understand. His friends' help was important, necessary even. And it 
felt good to have company. But it was different than truly sharing the burdens 
with someone. All of the big decisions had been his alone. King Piter had done 


his quests to become king with his triplet siblings. Erec thought it must be nice 
to be part of a real team. 

"How can we find out who the other two future rulers are, who are supposed 
to be doing this with me?" he asked. 

King Piter didn't answer. Instead, he studied the wooden table. Erec watched 
him carefully. Something in the king's face struck him as odd. 

"You know who they are, don't you?" Erec asked. 

The king looked up at him guiltily, and anger rushed through Erec. How could 
he? The king did know who they were, and he was holding back that information 
too. 

"Why is everything a secret? If there are two others out there who can help 
me, tell me who they are now." 
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"There is nobody who can help now, I'm afraid," the king said. "There are 
problems with both of them, you see." 

"Problems?" Erec said, enraged. "What problems? Who are they? Where are 
they?" 

King Piter sighed. "Yes, problems. One of them is missing, you see. And the 
other--" 

"The other is not missing?" Erec felt faint. "Who is it?" 

"No." King Piter shook his head. "The one who is not missing cannot help 
you. I want her to stay hidden, for her own safety." 

Erec sat down, stunned. Two kids somewhere could be doing the quests with 
him right now. Two other suckers who, for whatever reason, were also chosen to 
be the rightful rulers. Well, they were smarter than he was, staying away from 
the scepters and the dangers of the quests. 

King Piter cleared his throat. "You need to find out what your third quest is, 
first and foremost. I think you'll need to consult the Oracle." 

Erec thought he had heard of the Oracle before. He tried to clear his mind, 
swallowing his anger. 

"What is the Oracle?" Bethany asked. 

"It's the one place where you can speak directly to the three Fates," King Piter 
said. "I think you were meant to go there. They are the ones who design your 
quests, knowing how the thread of your life entwines with all of ours around 
you. If they gave you only a part of your quest, I think that means you need to go 
to them to find out the rest." 

"So they know my future, then?" Erec asked. That sounded interesting. 

"They know everybody's future. The Fates are the only ones who can give real 
prophecies." He looked pensive. "Except one seer from long ago. Bea Cleary, the 


one who foretold the future rulers of Alypium. But she was very rare." 
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"And not part of my Cleary family tree, I found out," Bethany said with a 
scowl. 

"Where is the Oracle?" Erec asked. 

"It's in Delphi, Mount Parnassus," the king said. "Central Greece." 

"Greece? In Upper Earth?" Bethany was surprised. "But I thought magic 
things don't exist in Upper Earth." 

"On the contrary," King Piter said. "Life itself is magic, Bethany. But if the 
Substance gets messed up any further, I'm afraid you may be right." 

Erec did not want to think about the missing bees and life on Upper Earth 
coming to an end. All he could deal with was thinking about surviving this next 
quest--if he ever found out what it was. And, of course, wondering who and 
where the other two chosen rulers of the kingdoms were. On top of his usual 
questions about who his real father and birth mother were, and why they had left 
him. Just a few small things to worry about. 

"What about my dragon eyes?" Erec asked. "Maybe if I learn how to use them 
to tell the future, I can figure out what to do." 

"That may take some time," King Piter said. "It's not a bad idea, though. Why 
don't you take the Hermit with you to the Oracle? He could probably teach you 
how to use your dragon eyes along the way." 

"The Hermit?" Erec tried not to sound as shocked as he felt. "He's a 
little...strange, don't you think? I mean, I never could tell what he was talking 
about. I'm not sure if he's the right one to teach me." 

"Well, you better get used to him," the king said. "Because I appointed him to 
be your new magic tutor." 

The next morning at breakfast, Erec noticed that Jam had slipped some classic 
Alypium dishes in--ambrosia, a fluffy white pudding 
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sprinkled with nuts and berries, and nectar, a drink that tasted like sparkling 
honey. They actually tasted great, and after he ate he could feel energy surge 
through him. 

"I can't believe King Piter knows who the other two future rulers are, and he 
won't tell me," Erec said. "Can you believe that guy? We'll have to come up with 
a way to find them." 

Bethany nodded, uncomfortable. Erec felt guilty complaining about her father 
figure and decided to drop it. "Do you want to come with me to the Oracle?" he 
asked instead. Jam was nearby, adjusting a chafing dish of scrambled eggs. He 
seemed to be listening. "Jam?" Erec asked. "Could you come too?" 


Jam's face flushed with excitement. "Sir! Young sir! Well. I don't know if I'm 
worthy of your newest trek, but I assure you there would be nothing more..." He 
stopped, at a loss for words. 

"Great!" Erec said. "So you'll come, then!" 

Jam muttered something about making arrangements and rushed from the 
room. Bethany grinned. "I'm in. This will be fun! Hey, can we invite Jack and 
Oscar? I know that's more than three people, but since you're not exactly doing 
the quest yet, it shouldn't matter." 

Erec couldn't believe his ears. "Oscar? Invite Oscar? Bethany, do you want me 
to get killed? How could you begin to trust him with this?" 

Bethany crossed her arms. "But you told him you'd let him come. You saw 
how excited he was. I'm telling you, there is no way he's been in touch with 
Baskania. I think Baskania's trying to split us up. That poor kid just lost his dad. 
How do you think he'd feel if we all went off without him?" 

Erec felt awful, but how could he take the risk of letting Oscar know his 
plans? But he agreed to discuss it with Jack. Bethany lifted the finger where her 
new cell phone was implanted and stuck it in her ear. 

"You look really cool like that." Erec laughed. 
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"Shh." Bethany stuck her tongue out at him. "I have to listen for the tone." 
Then she put her finger to her mouth and said, "Jack Hare," and put it back in her 
ear. Erec grinned as she stuck her finger back and forth from her ear to her 
mouth. "It looks like you're eating earwax." 

"Really funny," she said. 

"Yeah, it is." Erec chuckled. 

"Shut up." Bethany took out her finger and looked at it. "Something strange 
happened. I told Jack to come to the castle, but the phone was all garbled. Then 
there was a fizzy sound and a pop. And it stopped working." She tried to call her 
friends, Melody, and Darla Will, but her cell phone would not work at all. "Darn. 
I just got the thing too." 

"Hey." Erec had an idea. "Before Jack gets here, let's go to the library tower 
and look up the Oracle. We should get as much info as we can about it, then pack 
up and leave soon." 

Jam returned to the room. "I have taken care of the arrangements, young sir. I 
found my Serving Tray, made by Vulcan. It serves up some wonderful dishes. So 
this time I won't have to find nuts and berries for your meals." 

"Awesome, Jam! Does it make desserts, too?" 

"As many as you wish, young sir." He bowed. 

Carol Esperpento, the librarian, had just arrived. Her narrow eyes looked lost 


behind the thin granny glasses that jutted from both sides of her face. She 
pointed to the fifth floor, where the books on the Oracle were kept. "The books 
must stay here," she warned sternly. 

"Good thing she was here," Erec said. 

"Nah," Bethany said, shrugging. "Piter gave me a key. These books are kind 
of all mine." 
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All hers? Erec wondered if this idea she had about King Piter becoming her 
father was going to her head. 

They found the section on the Oracle under "Books about the Fates," and 
browsed through section headings such as "Great Oracle Vacations for under 400 
Gold Rings" and "Famous Oracle Prophecies Through History." Bethany found a 
section called "Real Adventures to the Oracle--What to Expect." 

"Check this out." She laughed, pointing at a book called Oops, I Fell in Again: 
One Boy's Story of Continual Spills into the Oracle of Delphi. She pulled The 
Total Loser's Guide to Getting Life-Altering Prophecies at the Oracle of Delphi 
and Everything You Always Wanted to Know About the Oracle but Were Afraid to 
Ask off the shelf and sat down. 

Erec found a section heading called "Oracle, Shmoracle: Is It Really a 
Miracle?" and pulled out a book called Fate or False? Is the Oracle a Real 
Channel to the Famous Three? 

"It says here that the Oracle is a person," Bethany said. "It's someone who 
gives a message from the three Fates." 

"No, it's a place." Erec pointed at his book. "It's in Delphi, like King Piter 
said." 

"Oh, wait, I see that too. But look--here it says the Oracle is a message. A 
prophecy sent from the Fates." She looked at Erec. "It's a person, place, and 
thing? That's really clear. I wonder if the people who wrote these books have 
actually been there." 

"So, we're going to the Oracle to meet an Oracle and get an Oracle?" 
"Something like that." Bethany flipped a page. "This book says that there is 
only one real Oracle, the one in Delphi. You can still visit the ruins of the ancient 
Temple of Apollo there. But the Oracle isn't in the ruins. It's nearby in a short 
stone well right next to Mount Parnassus. Man, the pictures of that place look 

beautiful!" 
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"Uh-oh." Erec pushed his book toward Bethany. "Looks like there's a catch. 
This book says the whole thing might be phony. You want to know why people 
aren't lined up for miles waiting to get their futures read?" 


"Hmm." Bethany crossed her arms. "I hadn't thought of that. I guess it would 
be a pretty popular place to go. What, is it guarded by a monster?" 

The word "monster" made Erec flinch. After befriending Tina, a Hydra, he 
had changed his opinion about that word. "No, it's not guarded. It just won't 
work at all unless you bring a 'medium' with you. And, according to this book, 
nobody's ever seen the thing work." 

"A medium--like a psychic?" Bethany dropped her book, then looked up 
something in the other one, furiously. "I see it here. 'A true medium is necessary 
for communication with the Fates through the Oracle.’ Oh, that's great. Now 
what do we do?" 

Dejected, they returned to the west wing dining hall and found Jack waiting 
with Jam. "Hey! You're okay! That's great," Jack said when he saw Erec. "I was 
worried about you. Did you get the quest?" 

After Erec filled him in, Jack shook his finger. "My cell phone is dead. It's 
been messed up since we were near Baskania. I wonder if he did something to 
it." 

"Mine won't work either," Bethany said. "Now how are we going to get ahold 
of Oscar?" She looked at Jam. 

"Unfortunately, modom, I am a bit old-school. I never got a cell phone." 

"Are you still thinking about inviting Oscar along to the Oracle?" Erec asked. 
"Do you maybe have a death wish?" 

Bethany smiled at Jack. "Before King Piter went to Upper Earth he said we 
should visit the Oracle to try and find out the rest of Erec's quest." 
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"The Oracle? Can I come?" Jack said. "I called Oscar and told him to meet us 
here right before my cell phone died." 

Erec stood up. "What? Oscar is on his way? Does he know that I'm here?" 

"Not yet." Jack shook his head. "I didn't know you were here until now. But 
what's the deal? You still don't trust Oscar? Look, I've known him since he was 
little. He's a good kid, really. You truly think Oscar is hanging out with 
Baskania?" 

Erec regarded his two friends in puzzlement. "Look, whatever you think of 
Oscar, there are some facts we have to face. I like Oscar too. But I can't overlook 
those facts." He paced. "Everything tells me this is stupid. But to prove you 
wrong, and to give him one more chance, I'll let Oscar see me here again. I just 
need to be ready to get out of here fast. So let's get set to leave now. As soon as 
Oscar knows I'm here, I'm in danger." He shrugged when Bethany crossed her 
arms. "If I'm wrong, I'm wrong. But we have to be ready, in case." 

Jam bowed from across the room. "I'm already prepared to go, young sir." 


"I've got backpacks at my place," Bethany said. Erec was sure she had 
everything in the mansion that King Piter had given her, attached to the castle. 
"TIl bring one for you, too. Meet you back here in ten minutes." 

Erec looked at Jack. "I'm going to get a few things too. Jack, promise me you 
won't tell Oscar I'm here until I get back." 

Jack shrugged. "Whatever." 

First off, Erec put on his magic Sneakers that let him run soundlessly, 
throwing distracting noises elsewhere. He took a sack of some of the money he 
had stashed under his bed, plus his Magiclight, a prize he had once won that 
could leave beams of light hanging in the air. 
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Then he had an idea. Before going back to meet Bethany, he fetched Wolfboy 
from his doghouse. "C'mon, boy. Wanna go on an adventure with me?" 

Wolfboy wagged the whole bottom half of his body, then jumped on Erec, 
knocking him down. "Whoa, boy. I take that for a yes." Erec grabbed two bags 
of dog food and led Wolfboy into the castle. 

Oscar was waiting, looking forlorn. But he smiled when he saw Erec. "You're 
okay! What happened to you?" 

Everybody in the room seemed afraid to answer. Erec did not want Oscar to 
know anything. This was Oscar's final test as far as Erec was concerned. "I need 
to know, is there anything that you are telling anybody that could be getting back 
to Baskania somehow?" 

Oscar threw up his hands. "No! I have no clue why Baskania said that. Maybe 
he's trying to split us up." 

Erec really wanted to believe him. He looked sincere. 

He took a backpack from Bethany and put his things in it. A strange feeling 
came over him, making the back of his neck prickle. He felt his eyes swivel until 
his dragon eyes faced forward. Everything looked green. In the distance he could 
hear his friends gasp, but that felt too distant to absorb. 

Then it happened. Images whizzed before his eyes in reverse order, too fast to 
make out. He had the feeling that he might swirl away, as if the ground had 
dropped from under his feet. He tottered, with nothing around him to grab, and 
then latched on to something--might have been Jam's arm. 

Suddenly the vision slowed down and he could make it out. But he did not 
like what he saw. 

The west wing dining hall hung thick with white ropes and coils of Substance. 
Erec was frozen to the spot, wound tight in rope from his shoulders to his feet. 
Bethany and Jam were bound up as well. Oscar and Jack were not, but stood 
frozen in the room. 
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Baskania's laughter echoed through the high-ceilinged room. He strolled 
through the doorway. This time his face was completely full of eyes, except for 
his mouth. Even his nose was replaced by eyes. 

Anger filled Erec, clenching his insides. He'd fight to save his friends. 

"Thank you, Oscar." Baskania patted Oscar on the head. "You've helped me 
once again." 

A surge of rage poured through Erec. He opened his mouth to shout, but his 
anger spilled out with heat and flame in a more satisfying way. He struggled 
against the ropes around him with the claws that had sprung from his 
fingertips...fighting, tearing. 

Baskania pointed a finger at Jam. Jam's head toppled over onto the ropes that 
bound him. 

"Noooo! Not Jam! Leave him alone!" Erec shouted. Then he roared in fury. 
He could feel his tail thrashing behind him. 

In a moment, Bethany was dead. Wolfboy was dead. Erec saw his eyes getting 
removed, then all went black. 

He opened his eyes. The vision had faded away, and the room no longer 
looked green. He'd had a cloudy thought, and it told him that he had to get away 
from Oscar and Jack now if he wanted to keep what he had just seen from 
happening. 

"Run!" he shouted at Jam. "Hide!" He looked at Bethany. "Follow me!" 

Nobody moved. They just stared at him in shock. "Go, Wolfboy! Out of here. 
Back to your house," he shouted. Wolfboy put his head down and slowly walked 
out, tail between his legs. 

Oscar said, "You're turning into a dragon." 

Erec looked down at himself. His skin had a greenish cast and did look scaly, 
but it seemed to be fading fast. 

Bethany had tears in her eyes. "That looked awful. Are you okay?" 
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She pointed toward the singed tablecloth. "You breathed fire. How did you do 
that?" 

"TIl tell you later. Let's go." Erec grabbed Bethany's hand and pulled her into 
the hallway. Jam, Oscar, and Jack followed behind them. 

"Go away!" Erec shouted at them over his shoulder. But the only one who 
listened to him was Jam. Erec had really just wanted Oscar and Jack to leave so 
that Baskania would stop following him. 

Jam shouted, "Yes, sir! Here, sir." He tossed a silver disc at him, and Erec 
caught it. He tucked the Serving Tray into his backpack, then dashed as fast as 


he could up the hall. A moment later, though, he tripped over a rope that was 
floating at ankle length in the hallway and he crashed onto his hands. 

Erec picked himself up. The others stopped around him. 

In front of him, Balthazar Ugry stood gloating, a twisted smile on his face. 
"And what might you be doing now, running wild in the west wing? You might 
break something." He gestured at the suits of armor lining the hallway, each 
holding monstrous weapons, except for the one holding a teddy bear. That one 
shrank farther away when Erec looked at it. "I thought you didn't need 
babysitting." 

Erec's voice was controlled yet strong. "We have to get out of here. I'm going 
on a quest. Stop tripping me up." 

Ugry gazed at Oscar coldly. "I told you, Oscar Felix, you are not allowed to go 
on any quests with Erec, because of your unpleasant associations with the 
criminal Rosco Kroc." He pointed at him, muttering, and Oscar disappeared. 

"What did you do with him?" Jack said, outraged. 

"Put him back in his apprentice boarding house." Ugry sounded bored. 

"Thanks!" Erec ran right past him. They didn't have any time to waste. 
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Unfortunately, Jack followed right behind. Erec had to get rid of him. If Jack 
saw where they went, he would tell Oscar, and then Baskania would know. 

As Erec ran, he thought. Maybe he could lose Jack, tell him to meet them 
somewhere. The castle maze. And then Erec just wouldn't show up there. 

A moment later, an unearthly howl echoed behind them. They could hear 
Baskania's voice thundering, "Block the Port-O-Door. Guard the castle entrance. 
Search the castle for Erec Rex. Piter's not here now to get in our way." After a 
moment he added, "And send someone to the entrance of the castle maze, and 
the center of the maze, now!" 

Jack and Bethany followed Erec out of the west wing. "Look, Jack," Erec said, 
"I need to take Bethany into the maze. There is a place in the center of the maze 
that we can escape through. Meet us there in a few minutes, at the front, okay? I 
forgot something for Wolfboy. Bethany has to come show me where it is." 

"I don't know," Jack said. "Didn't you just hear Baskania say for someone to 
go look for you in the maze? It would be crazy to go there." 

"I know," Erec said, "except we have a sure way out from there. Just hide 
somewhere near it. Wait till you see me so nobody will catch you. We'll be there 
in a few minutes." 

"Okay." Jack shrugged. "Listen, this is so strange. I don't know what's going 
on." 

"Neither do we," Erec said, patting him on the shoulder. "Just meet us there." 


Jack disappeared, and Erec shuddered thinking about what just happened. He 
had lied to Jack about where they were going, but it seemed like there was no 
way around it. Jack trusted Oscar. If he 
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knew where Erec went it would just be a matter of time before he told Oscar 
everything. 

When Baskania appeared in the castle, something odd started becoming clear 
to Erec. But an even stranger thing had just happened that really made him think. 
He would talk to Bethany about it and see what she thought. 

He led her into the south wing. "This is our only chance of getting out of here. 
I thought about escaping this way when I found out Oscar was coming, even 
before I got that cloudy thought." 

"Is that what that was?" Bethany shivered. "It looked awful. You were 
so...dragonlike." 

"Yeah. Sorry." He took Bethany into the game room and flicked the shelf that 
had the water symbol up to the wall. The top of the pool table changed from a 
green, fuzzy surface to water. "I hope these backpacks are waterproof." 

Bethany crossed her arms. "I don't get it, Erec. What's going on? Why did you 
tell Jack we were going to the maze? So we're not really meeting him there? You 
don't trust Jack now?" 

It was time to try to explain to her what had just happened, but it would not be 
easy. Erec wished he understood it better himself. He leaned on the edge of the 
table near the water. "Listen, Bethany, and listen good. Our lives depend on it. 
You know what I saw in my cloudy thought?" 

Bethany shook her head. 

"I saw you and Jam getting killed by Baskania while he thanked Oscar for 
helping him again. Baskania knows everything Oscar knows. Everything. And 
Jack, whether he knows it or not, is helping. Jack tells things to Oscar." 

Bethany was gripping her arms tight, shaking. 

"Something really scary just happened out there," he said. "I realized that if 
Jack knew we were going here, to the game room, he 
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might tell Oscar. So I couldn't let him know. Then I got a thought. I decided to 
tell Jack something else--that we were going to the maze, that we had a secret 
way out through the maze. And guess what?" 

Bethany looked pale and just stared at him. 

Erec nodded. "After I decided to tell Jack about the maze, I heard Baskania 
yell for someone to get to the entrance of the maze and the center of the maze to 
look for us." 


"That's creepy." Bethany was shaking. "I thought I knew those guys. I just 
can't believe it." Her voice quivered. "But how could Baskania know about the 
maze if you hadn't even told Jack yet, just from you thinking it? Could it have 
been a coincidence?" 

"Some coincidence. I think once I decided to say it, somehow that changed the 
course things were going to take. Like as soon as it was set that Oscar would at 
some time know where we were, then Baskania knew it right away." 

Both of them thought about that. What could be the connection? 

They didn't have much time. They looked into the water in the pool table. 

"Where does it go?" Bethany asked. 

"I don't know. A lot of places." He wondered if he could find his way back 
into Al's Well. He doubted it. At the time, the water in the tunnels had pushed 
him right to the castle. Would it push him somewhere else this time? 

Bethany dragged her fingers through the water. "How will we breathe?" 

Erec pointed to his wrist. "Our Instagills. Remember?" 

She smiled. "I almost forgot. Haven't used them in a while." 

They both slid into the water, then Erec took a breath, grabbed Bethany's 
wrist, and plunged down the water tunnel. 
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CHAPTER SEVEN A Dragon in the 
Jungle 


AT FIRST BETHANY kicked and flailed so hard that her arm slipped out of 
Erec's grasp. But he didn't need to worry. Soon they were both floating gently 
downstream through a wide tunnel filled with water. Passageways shot off from 
theirs, and they swam randomly down odd forks with no idea where they were 
heading. Their soaked clothing and backpacks weighed them down, but they 
weren't cold at all. Erec felt great. 
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Bethany held up her palms with a grin. Little feathery gills opened and shut in 
her hands. "Which way?" she asked, pointing at a large fork ahead. The words 
bubbled from her mouth, but Erec could hear her clearly, a side effect of the 
Instagills. 

Erec shrugged and pointed to the left. It was easy to swim anywhere. Unlike 
before, when it seemed the Fates had decided to deposit him at the castle, Erec 
found the water pulled him in any direction he began to swim. If he wanted to go 
back where he had come from, after a few kicks the current would reverse. He 
and Bethany played around with it awhile, and they found they could even go in 


opposite directions past each other, each with their own current pulling them. 

"This is so cool!" Bethany bubbled. 

"I just wish we knew the way to Greece," Erec said. 

As they swam, the tunnel grew wider until it was more like a cavern. Then, 
around a corner, appeared a huge round opening, about twenty-five feet across. 
The tunnel leading from it was much larger than the others. A sign glittering 
above its entrance read ASHONA. 

"Look!" Bethany pointed. "We could go see Queen Posey!" 

Erec shook his head and swam away from the entrance to Ashona. "We have 
to find the Oracle and a medium somehow. We can't get sidetracked." 

After swimming for what seemed like hours, Erec wondered if they would 
ever see land again. At last he followed Bethany into a small tunnel that led up 
toward a spot of light. The spot quickly grew, and their heads soon popped above 
the surface in a cold lake. Both of them gasped for air. 

The lake was surrounded by mountains. Birds twittered in the air, but no 
people or animals were in sight. Blue pine and silver fir trees added hints of 
color to the otherwise snowy woods. 

As soon as Erec took a breath through his mouth, he felt cold. An icy wind hit 
his face, and his teeth started to chatter. 
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Bethany's skin looked blue. She said, "D-did you realize that we don't have d- 
dry clothes? It's January. I forgot, being in Alypium. The gold d-dome keeps it 
warm." 

She was right. They would freeze when they got out of the water. It was 
already hard for Erec to speak through his clenched teeth. "We can't stay here. 
We'll freeze. Let's try to find somewhere warmer." 

They dove back into the water. As soon as Erec's gills opened up, he felt warm 
again. "That was awful,” he said. "We need to go someplace warm. Plus, I'm 
starving.” 

Bethany counted on her fingers, calculating. "I think we're traveling faster 
than it seems. Once we start to swim, the current really pushes us. Maybe we're 
near a coast." 

"Yeah, but where?" They swam past more tunnels. "We better be heading 
south." 

"I don't think we are, but I'm not sure," she said. "I think we're going east. Or 
west." 

"That's reassuring.” 

"It might be okay." Bethany plunged left into a smaller tunnel. "We were in 
the mountains. If we just get past them it might be a lot warmer." 


Erec followed her awhile, hoping she knew where she were going. He was 
beginning to feel tired and a little worried, and wondered how Bethany could 
stay so positive. She swung around and seemed to be able to read his expression. 
"Hey, just think--we're free. Nobody knows where we are. Baskania's probably 
still searching the maze for us. And getting lost in it." 

Erec laughed, good humor restored. Even if they were cold awhile, they were 
free. And they had food waiting for them too. He mentally thanked Jam for 
throwing that silver platter to him. 

He dove into a small tunnel that led upward, Bethany at his heels. Above him 
opened a circle of light. This time when their heads 
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popped above the surface, the hot sun shone on their faces. They had surfaced 
near the edge of a huge lake surrounded by tropical teak forests and bamboo 
thickets. They swam until the water became shallow enough that they could 
walk. 

Hot sunshine warmed Erec immediately, and his shirt began drying fast. "It 
must be over ninety degrees here," he said with a grin. "Don't know how we 
managed that one!" 

"Look around," Bethany chirped. "No mountains. We must have gone pretty 
far." 

"Where do you think we are?" he asked. 

But there was no answer. Erec turned around to see Bethany standing in knee- 
deep water, her face pale. 

"Bethany? You okay?" 

She made a strange sound between a cough and a sputter, and pointed down 
into the lake. A knobby gray-green log drifted nearby. "Is that driftwood?" he 
asked, shielding his eyes from the sun. 

But then it blinked. Was Erec imagining that? No, the log blinked again. 

Then it yawned. Rows of sharp white teeth lined its mouth. 

Bethany backed toward Erec, tripping and splashing in the water. She looked 
at Erec in terror. "It's a crocodile." Her voice shook. "A big one." 

The crocodile swiveled, eyeing them. Erec stepped back in panic, his feet 
slowed by the water, and fell. 

With a swish the crocodile's tail swung around so it faced them. It opened its 
huge mouth wide, flashing its teeth. 

Suddenly, Erec's head spun. He felt his eyes turn in their sockets. Everything 
looked green. His dragon eyes were out. A lacy netting of Substance floated in 
the air, not the thick ropes he saw in Alypium and Otherness. This must be 
Upper Earth, he thought. He yanked Bethany behind him and took a step toward 


the crocodile. 
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"Watch out, Erec!" Bethany shouted. "What are you doing?" 

As he walked closer, he felt himself changing, growing. Soon his backpack 
felt too tight, so he shrugged it off, hoping Bethany would catch it. The buttons 
on his shirt popped. His skin felt funny, and when he glanced at his arm he saw 
scales. 

Interesting, he thought. This was a cloudy thought, and he knew what he had 
to do. But he was not angry this time. And there was no vision or premonition. 
He wondered about that as he walked toward the crocodile, growing, claws 
sprouting from his hands. All fear had left him. Only a calm feeling remained in 
its place. Erec was not upset at the crocodile. It was only doing what its instincts 
told it to do. It was hungry and saw food. 

The creature drew back as he got closer. Then it lunged at him. 

Bethany screamed. 

Before its giant mouth clamped on his neck, Erec breathed a stream of fire 
right into the crocodile's jaws. The animal jerked back in pain. A fierce surge of 
strength gripped Erec. He raised his claws, slashing down on the crocodile, 
breathing more fire on to its back. In seconds, the beast ducked under the water 
and swam away. 

Erec was surprised. Breathing fire had filled him with a feeling of power, 
dominance. It felt good. He looked back at Bethany, who had picked up his 
backpack and was squeezing it with shaky arms. "It won't bother us again," Erec 
said. 

Bethany stared at him in terror, not answering. 

"What's wrong?" Erec splashed her, relaxed now. 

A strangled squeal came from her throat. She pointed at Erec. 

"What?" Erec spun around. "Is there another crocodile?" He couldn't see any. 

Bethany shook her head. Her breathing sounded ragged. Finally she gasped, 
"You still look...funny." 

Erec looked down at his reflection in the water and jumped in 
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surprise. He was green, although it was hard to tell, since everything looked a 
shade of green through his dragon eyes. His chest was lined with scales. Torn 
clothing hung off him, and claws still jutted from his fingers. He wondered what 
his face looked like. Maybe it was best he didn't know. 

"I won't hurt you." Erec held his hands up. "Sorry, Bethany." He knew he must 
look terrible. He strode to the shore and walked out. His shirt was already dry 
from the heat, and the cool water on his ragged pant legs felt good. Bethany 


followed him, though she looked uneasy. 

Erec began to feel unsure too. What if he stayed like this forever? Would he 
always look like a freak? He'd never have any more friends. Everyone would be 
afraid of him. And would Alypium want him as their king then? Doubtful, he 
thought. They didn't even want him as king now. He sat under a tall broad-leafed 
tree and leaned against the trunk. "Time for a snack?" He realized he was 
starving. 

Bethany nodded solemnly and took Jam's Serving Tray out of Erec's 
backpack. Several huge colorful butterflies floated past, and a golden-backed 
woodpecker tapped high over their heads. 

"Look." Erec pointed at a huge ox wandering by with horns curling over its 
head. Bethany saw it and cringed, clinging close to the tree. 

Erec laughed, feeling much better. "It won't hurt you. But I realized 
something. I figured out why I still look like this." Relief surged through him. 
He would not look like a dragon forever. He was sure of that now. 

"Why?" Bethany's eyes darted to his. He could tell she was hopeful. 

Erec pointed up into a tree. Slung over a sloping limb, one leg thrown over a 
smaller branch, a Bengal tiger lazed, black stripes cascading across its orange 
back. It was watching them. 
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Bethany froze in terror. She muttered, "Should we run?" 

"Nah," Erec said. He sniffed, and rested his head back on his arms against the 
tree. He had to shift when he felt spines jutting from his neck and back grinding 
into the tree bark. "It'll come check us out in a few minutes and I'll scare it away. 
Then it'll leave us alone. I think we better wait to eat, though." 

A smile snuck its way across Erec's face. It felt pretty good to know he could 
fight off a hungry crocodile and a huge tiger. There was no doubt in his mind 
what would happen. He wasn't seeing an image, like a movie in his head, like he 
had with his other recent cloudy thoughts. This time he just knew what would 
happen and what to do. 

Bethany's lip quivered. She kept looking between Erec and the tiger. "There is 
no way you could fight that thing off." 

"But I will." Knowing what would happen made him completely calm. Even 
better, a part of him was glad that Bethany was there to see how cool he was 
now, how strong. He began to whistle, thinking how impressed she would be. 

In moments, the tiger scaled down the tree and approached them. Its huge 
shoulders and legs carved a swath through the tall grass. Its back swished and its 
tail flicked back and forth. 

Bethany looked ashen, staring like a deer into headlights. The tiger, only a few 


feet away now, began to crouch. 

But before it leaped, a huge roar erupted from Erec's chest. The tiger paused a 
moment. Erec sprang toward the tiger, flames shooting from his mouth. Fire shot 
into the tiger's face. It twisted its head back and forth, upset, and backed away 
from the flame. Then it turned and ran into the jungle. 

Erec had known that was going to happen, but he was still surprised at how it 
felt. It seemed like every time he breathed fire, a strong emotion overcame him. 
Before it had been a sense of 
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dominance and power over the crocodile, and the other times it had been 
anger. But this time it was a feeling of protectiveness for Bethany--shielding her, 
defending her from harm. 

He turned to her with a smile, waiting to see her grateful face. But instead she 
was curled on the ground, tears drenching her cheeks. "Bethany? You okay?" 

Bethany buried her face in her knees, which were squeezed to her chest. She 
didn't answer. 

Erec sat next to her and patted her head, smoothing his fingers down her 
cheek. He could see his skin turning back to normal, his claws disappearing. "It's 
okay, Bethany. It's all over now." He kept his hand on her shoulder until she 
finally stopped shivering and fell asleep. 

Erec fell asleep too, and he awoke starving. The sun was beginning to set. He 
shook Bethany. "Hey, wake up. Let's eat and see if we can find some kind of 
shelter around here." 

Bethany opened her eyes. A big sigh escaped her when she saw her friend 
looking normal again. Erec picked up the Serving Tray. "I wonder how this thing 
works." He turned it over, rubbed it, and knocked on it. Nothing happened. 

Bethany called out, like she was in a restaurant, "Give us some hamburgers." 

In a flash, two huge, juicy hamburgers were sitting on the platter. Erec 
grabbed his and took a giant bite. "This is the best hamburger I've ever eaten," he 
said between gulps. 

Bethany nodded, mouth full. "Give us some ketchup," she said. "And pickles." 
Little paper cups of ketchup and pickles appeared on the platter. They dumped 
them on what was left of the burgers. 

Erec wanted to try. "Give us potato chips and scrambled eggs with cheese." 
The chips appeared in a paper bowl, and a pile of eggs 
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with cheese appeared in another. Erec grabbed some of the eggs with his hand 
and scooped them into his mouth. 

Bethany laughed. "What a barbarian. Give us forks," she said. And plastic 


forks appeared. They ate the eggs and chips, and Erec's hunger finally started to 
fade. 

"Now, platter, I'd like a nectar fizz sundae." One popped onto the platter. "And 
a spoon," he added. "Bethany?" 

"Me too. That looks good." Another appeared next to it. They dug in. After 
warm chocolate-chip cookies and milk they finally put the Serving Tray away. 

"Thank you, Jam," Bethany sang out into the air. 

Getting up, they walked aimlessly through the trees. While Bethany crunched 
over dried leaves and sticks, Erec moved soundlessly on them with his magic 
Sneakers. But they found no paths. "Shh..." Bethany stopped and pointed. "I 
think it's a hyena. Is it safe?" she whispered. 

Erec saw what looked like a gray-brown dog with big pointed ears. It took a 
look at them and scrambled away. Erec felt a little nervous. "I guess it's okay. I'm 
not getting any more cloudy thoughts." He hoped he would get another one if he 
needed it. "At least I look normal now." 

Bethany nodded. "You looked so freaky before." When Erec's face fell, she 
added, "I mean, not really that bad. I'm just not used to seeing you turn into a 
dragon." 

"Where do you think we are?" he asked. The sun was getting lower in the sky, 
and there was no shelter in sight. At least it was still warm. "I wish I knew what 
to do. Anything. Just a direction to go." As he thought about it, doubts began to 
swarm into his mind. 

"You know," he said, "I really don't know anything at all, do I? I don't know 
where I am. I don't know who I am. I'm supposed to be the next king, according 
to the scepters and that Lia Fail stone. 
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But I don't know why. I found out my birth mother is alive. But I have no clue 
who she is and why she left me. I found out my father is still alive. I don't even 
know where to look for him or why he left. Aoquesth said he was a great guy-- 
little good that does me. 

"And then I find out that awful memory of my father, that recurring dream, 
wasn't really my dad. Thanks a lot, Memory Mogul, for implanting that one in 
me. My luck, to get stuck with someone else's rotten memory of their dad. But is 
that all? No way. Because now I hear that there are two other kids around 
somewhere--I'm guessing they are kids--who are supposed to be the other two 
rulers of the Kingdoms of the Keepers along with me. And to make it worse, not 
only do I have no clue who they are, but King Piter does, and he won't tell me." 
A bitter laugh escaped him. "Well, I guess I should be glad they're around 
somewhere, so at least there is a chance that all three of us will be crowned, and 


Balor and his brothers won't get the thrones." He shook his head. "Like that will 
ever happen." 

Bethany nodded. "Doesn't sound too likely. One of them is missing, and the 
other can't help and has to be protected? I wonder what King Piter meant about 
that." 

Hearing King Piter's name made Erec scowl. "Face it," he said. "I have no 
clue about my father, my mother, or myself. I don't know where I am or what I'm 
doing." He looked into Bethany's eyes. "Maybe I should just go home." 

"Only one problem," Bethany said. "Upper Earth is dying. The bees are 
disappearing, and the Substance is draining away. If we don't do something 
about it, there will be no 'home' soon." 

Screeches resounded above them. A band of white monkeys with black ears 
and hands and scrunched black faces swung from the branches. One of them 
dropped Erec's Magiclight, which hit the ground with a thud in front of him. 
"What?" He picked it up. "How did they get this?" He turned it on to make sure 
it still worked, then 
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put it away. But he saw that his backpack was unzipped. His bag of money 
was gone. Luckily the silver tray was still there. 

He looked up at the branches. "Give me back my money!" he yelled up at 
them. 

They just screeched back. It sounded like they were laughing. 

"Too bad I can't turn into a dragon now," he said, shaking a fist at them. 

Some of the monkeys shook their fists back at him. They swung around 
making that annoying laughing sound. 

"Give it back, you dumb armpit-scratchers! Go pick bugs out of each other's 
noses and eat them!" he shouted. Bethany was starting to giggle. 

One of the monkeys had opened the bag, and now they were passing coins to 
each other. They were amazingly good at not dropping any. 

"Give those to me!" Erec shouted. One of the monkeys picked up a shiny gold 
ring coin and tossed it, hitting Erec on the head. "Ow!" 

Erec tried to throw sticks at them, but none of them hit. 

"Cut it out, Erec. They're cute." 

"Real cute." Erec picked up the ring coin and put it in his pocket. "Little 
thieves." He threw a bigger stick and it hit a monkey in the arm. The monkey 
didn't look bothered by it. 

"Erec!" Bethany looked mad. "Would you stop it? You could have hurt him." 

"They stole all our money!" Erec kicked the dirt. What was wrong with her? 
"Why are you siding with the monkeys?" 


She snapped back, "Because they're cute. Why do you have to be so selfish?" 

It didn't seem to Erec that trying to get his money back from monkeys that had 
no use for it was selfish. But he felt guilty anyway. 
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And that just made him more upset. It didn't help that it was getting dark and 
he had no clue where they could sleep. 

"Fine," he said. "Let's keep going. I give up." He walked in the direction they 
had been going, which was away from the lake. As far as he knew this path 
might take them into a thousand-mile forest. They might never get out. 

Bethany waited a moment before following, then crunched after him, arms 
crossed. When Erec glanced back at her she called out, "We have food. We don't 
need money out here anyway." 

After a few more minutes, Erec heard a loud clatter, which grew into a low 
roar, quickly coming closer. A wide, dusty truck with an open top rumbled into 
view. They ran toward it, waving their hands. A sign of civilization! 

The truck skidded to a stop, and a dark-skinned man with straight black hair 
jumped through the door. He was about Erec's size and wore loose black pants 
and a white shirt embroidered with black swirls. The man ran at them, shouting 
something Erec could not understand, a rifle in his hands. 

Bethany screamed as they turned and ran. The man chased them, yelling and 
pointing wildly, but it sounded like gibberish. He seemed furious. 

Erec panicked. Now a man with a gun? Where were his cloudy thoughts? 
What would he do? The man raged, tearing after them. 

Bethany tripped on a tree root. She flew a few feet in the air and landed on her 
stomach. 

As much as Erec had been annoyed with her a second ago, he was now filled 
with fear. Standing in front of her, he turned to face the man. Maybe she could 
crawl away while he fought off this stranger. Erec grabbed a stick from the forest 
floor--the only thing he could find to defend himself. 

But the man stopped when he got close to them. He continued 
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screaming and pointing back to his truck. Finally, with a strong accent he 
yelled, "Are you crazy? You understand English? What's wrong with you? 
You're not allowed to be out here. It's veddy, veddy dangerous." 

Erec answered, "Who are you?" 

"Look at you,” the man said. "You're from England, no? Can't understand 
Marathi or Hindi? What are you doing out here? You want to get yourselves 
killed?" Erec could not place his accent. 

Erec and Bethany stared at his rifle, afraid to answer. Finally the man looked 


at his own gun. "What, this? Don't worry about this. It's a tranquilizer gun, for 
the animals." He eyed the two kids more intently. "How did you get out here? 
You're not supposed to be here. Don't you know how dangerous this is?" Even 
though he had a strong accent, Erec could understand him perfectly. 

Erec dropped the stick, exhausted and relieved. "We're lost. Can you help us?" 

"T'll say you're lost." The man shook his head. "You're lucky I found you. I'm a 
guide here. I'm Rajiv. Just finished my last safari tour today." He gestured toward 
his truck with his gun. "Now get in the truck. What would you two do if I didn't 
find you here? Huh?" 

They followed him to his truck and climbed in. Erec appreciated its comfort as 
he sank into the seat cushions. 

"You were attacked." Rajiv pointed at Erec's torn clothing as it flapped around 
in the wind blowing through the open truck. Red scratches striped his chest. He 
nodded yes, not sure how else to explain. 

They bounced over rocks and splashed through a stream, following a bumpy 
path through the jungle. Finally, they stopped at a group of buildings in a 
clearing. 

"Where are we?" Erec asked. 
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"You don't know?" Rajiv stopped in front of a white house. "This is Tadoba 
National Park." 

"And where is that?" asked Bethany. 

"Near Chandrapur," the guide said. "You know that." 

"We don't know," Erec said. "Where is Chandrapur? 

"East Maharashtra. You have to know that." He sounded annoyed. 

"No, we don't know." Bethany persisted. "What country is this? Just tell us, 
please." 

"India, of course." He threw up his hands. "Stop trying to distract me, you 
kids. I know what you're doing. You're going to have to tell me where you're 
from, no playing games. I'll figure out what to do with you tomorrow. I suppose 
you need a place to sleep?" 

The house was one swash of bright color against another. Vivid fabrics hung 
from the ceilings and draped the lights, casting the rooms in glows of red and 
orange. A fire crackled in the front room fireplace, and soft couches cluttered the 
floor, woven with patterns of beautiful green, gold, and yellow silks. The 
wonderful smell of home cooking filled the air. Erec took a deep whiff. Indian 
food. 

Two young kids were playing a game in front of the fire. Erec and Bethany 
watched them, unsure what to do. 


"Welcome to our home," Rajiv said. "It will soon be a guest house for visitors 
to Tadoba Park. We stay in the basement, make the meals." 

"It's lovely." Bethany looked around. 

A woman rushed at Erec. She was wrapped in a colorful silk sari, the purple- 
and-red pattern melting into greens at the bottom. Her long black hair was pulled 
into a bun. "Oh, no." She was shaking her head with disapproval. "No, no, no." 

Erec was about to excuse himself and leave the house, thinking 
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that she must not like the looks of him. He could certainly understand why. 
But then the woman grabbed his wrist and yanked him into a bathroom. Bethany 
followed to watch. The woman unscrewed a bottle and doused a cotton ball with 
its contents. She dabbed it over the scrapes on Erec's chest. 

"Ow." He winced. "That hurts." 

"It will feel better soon." She tsked, shaking her head. "You'll need new 
clothing. I think you'll fit into Rajiv's. What attacked you?" 

"A crocodile." Erec actually thought the scratches on his chest were probably 
from his own claws, but how could he explain that? The woman drew her breath 
in horror. She blotted Erec's chest again without thinking. Somehow, knowing a 
crocodile had attacked him made him need extra attention. 

"And a tiger," Bethany added. She tilted her chin up with a hint of a smile. 

Warmth filled Erec. He realized that she was proud that he was able to fend 
off the dangerous animals. 

The woman looked confused. "And a tiger?" she repeated. Erec could tell she 
was deciding whether to believe them. He hoped Bethany didn't blurt out that he 
had breathed fire and scared it away. 

"Well, the tiger didn't really attack us," he said. "It just came close." 

The woman put her hand over her heart. "I don't even want to think about you 
kids out there in the preserve alone. Let me get you clothes and some food. Then 
we'll find your parents. I'm Sunita, by the way." 

Sunita rushed off and brought back clothing for Erec. He changed into a 
white, long-sleeved collarless shirt, with embroidered stitching decorating the 
top. It hung below his knees. The white cotton pants were oddly shaped too, and 
seemed wide 
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enough on top for three men to fit into, but they narrowed to fit his lower legs 
better. He pulled a drawstring at the top, gathering all the extra fabric into a big 
bunch. At least it was hidden under the long top. It felt like he was wearing 
pajamas, which actually was what Sunita said the pants were called, even though 
they were not meant for sleeping in. 

Bethany laughed when she saw him and he felt his face get hot. "Hey, you 
look pretty good in that thing," she said. 

Hearing that made him feel much better, even though he guessed she was just 
trying to cheer him up. They sat with the kids in front of the fire. "My name's 
Shreena," the little girl said. She pointed at Erec's amulet. "I like your necklace. 
This is my brother Sunil. What are your names?" Erec noticed Sunil wore a 
smaller version of his outfit. Shreena's shirt was shorter and pink. 

"I'm Bethany, and this is Erec." Bethany smiled at the kids. "What are you 
playing?" 

"Poker." Shreena batted big eyes at them. "Want to join?" 

"Maybe later," Sunita said, appearing with large silver plates loaded with 
steaming rice and different foods. It smelled delicious. "Let them eat first." 

Bethany looked at her plate in wonder. "What is all this? It smells so good." 
She tasted a little steamed pancake. 

"That's patodi," Sunita said. "And those are varhadi prawns. And rice. The 
crunchy bread is dhapoda, it's like papad. And the soft bread is chapati. That's a 
potato, cauliflower, and tomato bhaji." She looked excited at their interest. "Let 
me know if you like. I'll be cooking for English-speaking visitors soon. We 
haven't met any tourists yet." 

Bethany tasted the prawns and her eyebrows shot up. "These are amazing! I've 
never had anything like this before. And both breads are so good." 

"Use the bread to scoop the food," Sunita instructed. 
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In between bites, Bethany said, "I've never had Indian food before." 

"You haven't?" Erec asked. "Why? Did you think you wouldn't like it?" Then 
he felt bad for asking. Most of Bethany's life had been spent with Earl Evirly, 
who had been posing as her uncle. He never gave her anything. There was no 
way he would have taken her to a restaurant. 

"Oh, this is nice!" A familiar woman's voice filled the room. Erec glanced 
around but did not see anybody. 

"Erec, I'm over here, on the chair." His eyes darted to the chair under the 
window. "No," the voice said, "on this side of the room, by the fireplace." 

He jerked to see, almost spilling the food on his plate. Who knew him here? 
But nobody was there. 


A laugh rang in the air. "It's me, Mom. You forget me already?" 

Erec smiled with recognition. Of course. He had forgotten about his mother's 
Seeing Eyeglasses. "No, I didn't forget you." 

"Looks like you're doing okay. How's the quest going?" 

"I don't even know what the quest is yet. I'm in India." He held his plate of 
food up a bit. "Met a tiger today and a crocodile." Only silence followed, so he 
quickly added, "I'm fine. Nothing bad happened. Just scared them off." 

He heard June sigh. "I see Bethany's with you. Did you take anyone else?" 

"No. It's just the two of us this time. We have to get to the Oracle in Delphi, 
Greece. Not sure how we'll get there, though. Any ideas?" 

June laughed. "Got any money for a plane ticket? I could call and arrange it 
for you." 

"Our whole bag of it got stolen by monkeys." Erec grimaced. "And Alypium 
money probably wouldn't be good here, anyway." 
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"Gold, Erec, is good anywhere," June replied. "As long as you know the right 
people. Speaking of that, who are these people? Did you meet them in India?" 

"I just met them," he said. "They're really nice." He smiled at Rajiv and 
Sunita. Then he noticed they were staring at him, shocked. "Uh...I better go, 
okay?" 

"Sure, sweetie. I'll check on you again in a few days. I'm trying not to bother 
you too much. Bye, honey." 

"Bye." Erec's voice was soft as he gazed around the room. Everybody was 
looking at him. Usually Bethany could think of something to say to explain 
things, but even she was speechless. 

Rajiv asked, "And who were you talking to, boy? I didn't see anybody there." 

Erec was silent. What possible explanation could he give for what had just 
happened? How stupid was he? Why couldn't he have just not answered his 
mother? He hadn't even thought about how that must have looked. 

And why hadn't June realized? Maybe she'd just assumed anyone with Erec 
would know what was going on with him. 

"Um..." Erec stared at the stunned faces around the room. His heart sunk. 
These nice people would not want some freak staying in their house. And he was 
a freak. Breathing fire. Sprouting scales. Talking to an invisible mother. He had 
no place on Upper Earth anymore. It had been his home, but no longer. 

Rajiv stood. "You just talked to someone here that we can't see. Don't deny it." 
He poked a finger toward Erec with each word. "We can tell with our own eyes." 

"I'm sorry, I..." Erec put his plate down on the couch. "I should go." 

Bethany looked worried. "He just...does that sometimes. He's sorry," she said. 


"He won't do it again. Erec's a good kid, really." 
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"I'm sure he is." Rajiv smiled thoughtfully. "But see? He said he wants to go." 
Rajiv rubbed his hands together. "I know what is happening. He is being led 
somewhere by the unseen. And I'm sure I know where he wants to go." 

Erec couldn't believe his ears. What was Rajiv talking about? 

"Where?" Bethany asked. 

"To see Swami Parvananda. That is the only possible explanation." He sat 
down, satisfied. "A boy appears, attacked by a crocodile and a tiger but 
unharmed, does not know what brought him here, and he is talking to spirits." 
Now he was looking at his wife. "He is being led by the gods, maybe Ganesha, 
to somewhere. And the only place here where that would be is to Swami 
Parvananda. Our yogi guru. His presence sometimes calls people to him." 

Sunita, Shreena, and Sunil sat and stared at Erec and Bethany like they were a 
television show. Maybe they were waiting to see the next crazy thing Erec might 
do. He was tempted to jump up and shout, "Boo!" but that would confirm 
whatever it was they were thinking, so he stayed quiet. 

"And where are your parents?" Sunita asked. "Do they know where you are?" 

"My parents are dead," Bethany said. 

"I don't know who my parents are," Erec added. He did not feel like talking 
about his adoptive mother in New Jersey, especially as he might end up 
explaining that he had just been talking to her. 

Rajiv nodded forcefully. "See? Of course. It all fits." He pounded his fist into 
his palm. "T'll take them in the morning to see the Swami." 
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CHAPTER EIGHT Swami Parvananda 


NONE OF THE five boys in the overly plush game room of the Stains' 
mansion looked quite right. If you were to see them, you would probably turn 
away and pretend that you hadn't, rather than go introduce yourself. 

Dollick Stain was odd without question. Wooly white hair covered his head 
and ran down the sides of his cheeks like a beard gone wild, sprouting all over 
his neck and chest, despite the fact that 
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he was only thirteen. Pointy white ears poking through his tight white curls, 
plus his thin face, only made him look more like a sheep. 

Damon Stain had striking steel-blue eyes, as his brothers did, but his seemed a 
bit out of focus. On his head sat the floppy gray hat he always wore, sticking out 
at an odd angle from his head. Under it he had what looked like an oversize dog 


bone growing from the top of his head. 

The third Stain triplet, Balor, had the windswept black hair of his brother 
Damon. He was the only one who had a chance of looking normal. 
Unfortunately, the wild glint in his eyes and his manic expression took care of 
that possibility. 

The other two boys did not do much to inspire confidence, either. Tall, blond, 
and gangly, Ward Gamin was smirking and dressed far too warmly in an 
oversize coat that flapped around him oddly. Rock Rayson was blond and beefy, 
and had the habit of flexing his arm muscles whenever someone looked at him. 
Today he looked surly. 

"Go sit on a Hydra pie," Rock snarled at Balor. "I don't care what you say. My 
dad said I'd be one of the three kings. Hecate Jekyll promised him." 

"And where is she now?" Balor laughed. Damon joined in with a goofy 
guffaw until Balor slapped him on his head. "Baskania promised us we'd be the 
next kings. The Stain triplets. Can't beat that." 

"But I'm the one who won all those contests with you guys," Rock whined. 
"Dollick just hung out and...grazed or whatever he does. This is the thanks I 
get?" 

"You'll get your thanks when I'm all-powerful." Balor stifled a grin. "You'll be 
high up in the food chain." 

"You didn't actually think they were going to let you rule," Ward's eyes 
mocked Rock. "The Stains will be lucky if they even get to touch the scepters 
once the Shadow Prince gets his hands on them." 

"Shut up," Balor sneered. "Nobody's taking my scepter away from 

108 

me. Not even Baskania, the great Shadow Prince." He stuck his chin in the air. 
"Plus, why do you think he chose us anyway?" 

"Uhh..." Ward scratched his head with a sarcastic look. "Great question, 
actually." 

Balor rolled his eyes. "It's because we're superior, doofus. Our father is 
Mauvis Stain, one of the greatest sorcerers on the planet, and we've inherited his 
abilities." 

"Yeah, right." Ward pointed a thumb at Damon, who was kissing and cuddling 
a rubber pizza that he'd been carrying. "Bunch a' brainiacs." 

Rock bunched his fists up. "This is garbage. You'd never let me talk like that 
to you.” He glared at Balor. 

Balor Stain cocked his fist back at him. "That's because you never have 
anything interesting to say." 

A tall figure materialized in front of the boys. Two eyes were on each of his 


ears which, at the moment, were larger than normal to fit them, and more eyes 
covered his hands. He held up a finger to quiet them while he watched 
something. 

Baskania turned around, gazing through his many eyes. As soon as he faced 
away, Damon began jumping up and down, scratching his armpits like a monkey. 

"Stop it, bonehead." Balor batted him with the rubber pizza. "He's got eyes in 
the back of his head." 

Sure enough, several dark eyes peered through his black shiny hair, looking 
wildly about. Luckily for Damon, they were occupied seeing things far away. 

Baskania swung about again. "I have news for you boys. I want you to be on 
the alert for something." 

He looked down his nose at Ward and Rock. "Having friends over? Show 
some respect and kneel before the future kings and emperor." Ward's and Rock's 
faces clenched in pain as a force slammed 
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them onto their knees, then smashed their faces on the floor, arms stretched 
out in front of them. "Much better," Baskania sneered. The two boys lifted their 
heads, but remained stuck on their knees. 

Baskania tapped his chin thoughtfully. "It has come to light recently that Erec 
Rex's friend Bethany Cleary, Ruth's daughter, has a secret. One that she doesn't 
want me to know. She almost told this secret to Oscar Felix a while ago. If she 
had, of course my informant would have reported it to me right away. But, 
unfortunately, he waited awhile to tell me that she had a secret at all, not 
realizing the urgency of the matter. I would like to have learned about it earlier." 

He cleared his throat, a look of disgust on his face. "If I had found out about 
this secret before, I would have captured Bethany when I saw her last at the 
Labor Society and found out what it was. I'm very disappointed that I lost that 
opportunity. However, I will find her and learn what she is hiding one way or 
another. As soon as Oscar next sees either her or Erec Rex, I will be there, rest 
assured.” 

Dollick bleated, "Baaa-ut I thought you went to capture Erec Rex and his 
friends in the Castle Alypium when Oscar found out they were there and King 
Piter was gone. Baaa." 

Baskania's many eyes narrowed to slits. "Do not speak in front of me ever 
again, you wooly simpleton. They escaped somehow before I could find them.’ 
A few of his eyes gazed out a window, and the rest remained glaring at Dollick. 
"I should have killed Erec Rex immediately when I saw him last," he mused. 
"Little good he did pulling that torn quest out of Al's Well. I'm not too worried, 
though. He managed to get away from me a few times now, but his luck won't 


' 


last." 

He focused on the crew in front of him. "I want you five boys to watch for 
Bethany Cleary, and Erec Rex, too. I've taken too much time dealing with him. 
He was so pathetic and weak last summer, he wasn't a threat. But now he has 
two dragon eyes, which I would 
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greatly like to own. I need to capture him before he and his amulet grow any 
stronger." 

Baskania snapped a finger and two large men appeared. They picked Rock 
and Ward off the floor, their knees still bent. "Time for you boys to donate to the 
cause," he snickered. The men carried Rock and Ward down the stairs and out 
the Stains’ door. 

Balor felt his hands shaking. Damon didn't get it yet, but Balor knew what 
Rock and Ward would be donating--an eye each that Baskania would add to his 
internal collection. He would use them to see through their remaining eyes and 
keep tabs on them, just like all of his others when he brought them to the surface 
of his face or arms. 

"Don't worry," Baskania sneered. "I'm letting you three scared babies keep 
your eyes a little longer. I'll get them soon enough. For now you can content 
yourselves with the thought of your friends' eyes being ripped from their 
sockets...." He went on with a gruesome, detailed description, seeming to delight 
in the torture he was causing them. 

The minute Baskania disappeared, Balor rushed to the bathroom to throw up. 

"It is said," Rajiv shouted back from the front of the van, "that Swami 
Parvananda hasn't taken a bite to eat in over thirty years. He only has to drink 
water every few days." 

"Wow," Bethany said. "That's hard to believe." 

"But true," said Rajiv, pointing at the air. "Nobody knows how old he is. 
Maybe over one hundred. He sees everything. He just sits and meditates every 
day. He'll know why you were called to him." 

Erec was getting used to Rajiv's accent. Last night he had slept well in the 
guest house. Sunita had served them things called poha and upma in the 
morning, made out of rice, vegetables, and chilies. 
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They tasted good but were not Erec's idea of breakfast. So, after eating bits of 
them, he and Bethany conjured up banana chocolate-chip pancakes with Jam's 
Serving Tray. 

The bumpy gravel-and-dirt path in Tadoba National Park soon turned into a 
small paved street. They drove awhile through the jungle, Rajiv's tranquilizer 


gun leaning next to him in case of an animal attack. On the way through the 
woods, Rajiv pointed out a sloth bear in the hills, a blue bull crossing a stream, 
and some white monkeys swinging in trees. They looked just like the ones that 
had stolen Erec's money. "Those are leaf monkeys," he said. "Harmless, simple 
creatures." 

Erec sneered at them. "Harmless, simple, and rich." 

As they turned off of the dirt road from the preserve, Rajiv pulled onto the left 
side of the street to Chandrapur. A car sped in their direction, whizzing by on 
their right. Bethany grabbed the bars that served as windows on the jeep and 
screamed. 

Erec's heart pounded, but Rajiv stayed on the left side of the road. "What's 
wrong with you two?" Rajiv asked. "Never been in a car before?" 

Bethany flushed. "Do you all drive on the wrong side of the road here?" 

"No, we drive on the correct side of the road. I thought you did too, in 
England." 

"We're from America," Erec said. 

"America," Rajiv repeated, impressed. "You really did get lost." 

The road snaked through hills and woods and eventually grew more crowded. 
As they neared Chandrapur, they shared the road with buses packed with people, 
sitting on top and hanging off the sides. 

The colors and smells of India seemed to permeate the landscape. Rajiv 
pointed out a Brahma cow milling around by the road. Big 
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baskets of brightly colored spices in front of shops mixed their scents with a 
herd of goats and fumes from auto rickshaws, little open-air vehicles that served 
as taxis. 

Rajiv swung off the main street onto a dirt road that led away from the city. 
After passing some houses and fields, they drove another half hour until they 
reached a barren hilly area. Rajiv stopped the truck. 

"You must be quiet when you enter the Swami's cave," he explained. 

"He lives in a cave?" Erec asked. 

"Of course." Rajiv sighed impatiently. "He's a yogi master. A guru. He's given 
up the physical world and all earthly things. His time is spent in the higher 
realm. I think he can show you what you need." 

Bethany's eyes twinkled. "Erec," she whispered. "The yogi is a medium! We 
need a medium to go to the Oracle with us. Maybe this Swami could do it." 

Erec smiled. Why hadn't he thought of that? A medium was exactly what they 
needed. Now they were getting somewhere. 

Rajiv continued. "There are rules. When you go in, you bow low so your head 


almost touches the floor. Then you must say 'Adesh, adesh.' It means, 'I will do 
as you command.' You must say this. Practice." 

They practiced saying "Adesh, adesh" a few times. "Can we go in now?" Erec 
asked. 

"Patience!" Rajiv commanded. "Now, the yogi might not notice you for a 
while. He may be deep in meditation. This yogi is known to enter meditation and 
stay there for a week at a time. So if he does not answer when you say 'Adesh, 
adesh,' just wait. If you have been called to him for a purpose, he will respond 
soon. But never, never approach and touch him if he is in a trance." 

"Would something happen to him?" Bethany asked. 
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"No," Rajiv said. "It's just rude. This is a man of the spirit, a man of great 
powers. Not somebody to offend. Just remember that." 

Bethany and Erec nodded. They headed toward a large hill with a path 
winding up its side. It led to a large gap in the stone. 

"I will wait here," Rajiv said, looking up at the cave nervously. "It would not 
be proper for me to watch." 

"It's okay if you want to come," Erec said. It looked like Rajiv was curious to 
see the yogi guru. 

Rajiv bit his lip in thought. "No. It's not right for me to go. I'll wait by the 
truck." 

Erec and Bethany climbed the path up the hill to the cave entrance. The small 
opening led into a wide, round cavern of white rock that was lit by the sunlight 
from outside. Another stream of light also shone into the small cavern from a 
side tunnel. When they peeked into that tunnel, they got a glimpse of an even 
larger room. Incandescent lights shone from inside. Erec glimpsed a figure, but 
then he darted away when he heard voices. 

"Shh." He put a finger to his lips. "I think someone else is in there with him. 
Maybe we should wait." 

Bethany leaned close to the doorway and tried to hear. "You're right. He's 
talking to someone. Listen." 

Erec stepped closer. A thickly accented, sharp voice said, "You're dead now. 
I'll raise you." 

He and Bethany looked at each other. "Did you hear that?" she whispered. 
"He's raising the dead. Like a séance." 

Erec wasn't sure whether he wanted to go in and watch or get out of there right 
away. Then he heard the voice again. 

"Oh, believe me. I have you," the voice said. "There won't be a stitch of you 
left when I'm done. You're fading out now. You're fading." The voice grew 


louder, shouting, "You're fading! I'll raise you now. I'll raise you!" 
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"I have to peek. I've never seen a séance before!" Bethany grabbed Erec's 
hand and pulled him into the room. 

On a red silk pillow sat a small man with a long white beard. A big white 
sheet was wrapped around him like a dress, and a small white sheet was folded 
on top of his head, looking like a cross between a turban and an unmade bed. 
Next to him sat a bag of potato chips and an open can of soda pop. He held a cell 
phone up to one ear and tapped a computer keyboard in front of him. Erec could 
see that he was playing poker online. 

Swami Parvananda nodded at Erec and Bethany as if to say, Just a minute. 
Then he shouted into the phone, "You're fading again. I can't hear a thing. Did 
you say you folded? You didn't? I can't hear! Oh, well." He hung up the phone 
and looked at Erec and Bethany. "Always works when I'm losing. Can I help 
you?" 

Bethany giggled, and Erec felt ridiculous for thinking the guru had been 
raising the dead, when he was just raising his friend at poker. The guru popped a 
few chips into his mouth. So much for him not having eaten in over thirty years, 
Erec thought. And for giving up earthly possessions, too. His laptop computer 
looked like the latest model. 

"Um, don't you know why I'm here?" Erec asked. 

"Erec!" Bethany shot him her "that's rude" look. 

"Let me guess," Swami Parvananda's sharp voice intoned. "You're two rich 
kids from America who came here on a holiday and want to meet the mystic 
they heard lives in the cave. To get your fortunes read. Right?" He yawned. 

"Uh...no." Erec crossed his arms. This guy didn't seem so special to him. 
Since when did living in a cave and wearing a sheet make you know things? 
This "mystic" didn't seem to know anything. "I guess you really can't help us," 
Erec said, "seeing as how you can't see what's under your own nose." 
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Bethany drew back from Erec in shock. "I can't believe you said that." 

Swami Parvananda pointed a thumb at Erec and said, "Anything can come out 
of the mouth of a monkey." 

Erec wasn't sure why this guy upset him so much, but something about the 
guru made him angry. "We came all the way out here because you were 
supposed to be some great guru who knows everything. And here you are 
playing poker and eating potato chips." 

"What would you prefer I was doing? Raising the dead?" His lips twitched 
like he was trying not to smile. As if he knew. 


Erec and Bethany exchanged glances. Could the Swami have heard them 
talking? It seemed unlikely. "I'm sorry," Erec said. "I don't know why I said that. 
We came here to see if you could help us. We're kind of on a quest." 

"I know now. Sit down." The little man gestured to some flat rocks near his 
pillow. "Do you know why you got angry with me?" 

Erec and Bethany sat before him. Erec shook his head. 

"It's because you recognized me. You saw that I should know you, too. And 
when I didn't see who you were right away, you were upset.” 

Erec nodded out of politeness. He had no idea what the guru was talking 
about, but he was starting to feel much better. 

"You don't understand yet," Swami Parvananda continued. "You have 
something inside you, something different from most people. You know things, 
like me, about...about what do you think?" 

"Magic?" The word was out of Erec's mouth before he realized it. 

Swami Parvananda tilted his head in thought. "That's an interesting way to put 
it, but I suppose it's true. Magic. Our earth. What it's made of." 

"Do you mean the Substance?" Erec was eager to learn how much this mystic 
knew about magic. Maybe he could help them after all. 
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"I don't know what is 'substance.' I think you are talking about prana. In the 
East they call it 'Chi It's the energy that runs through the universe, that lets us all 
live. It flows through channels called the--" 

"Aitherplanes," Erec blurted out. 

"I was going to say the 'Nadis,' but maybe they are the same thing." The guru 
pursed his lips in thought. "Yes. I believe so." 

"Have you noticed," Erec leaned forward, "that there is a problem lately with 
the...prana? Something's wrong with it?" 

"Namaste," Swami Parvananda said. He pressed his palms together, fingers 
up, in front of his chest and bowed his head to Erec. "You are truly a seer, my 
friend." 

"So you noticed it too?" Erec was amazed. "The Substance--I mean the prana- 
-is leaking away, getting messed up?" 

"I have, my friend. In fact, I was just chatting with my friend Swami 
Rictananda about it on a discussion board." He nodded toward his computer. 

"Online?" Bethany asked. "Do mystics chat online now?" 

"Why not?" the Swami said. "Easier than making a pilgrimage." 

"Why do you think it's happening?" Erec asked. "What can we do? Upper 
Earth is going to die." 

"Upper Earth?" The Swami wrinkled his nose in confusion. "Do you mean the 


north, or up in the mountains?" 

"No, I just mean Earth." 

Swami Parvananda sighed. "I wish I knew. We have all been meditating about 
it." He frowned at Erec. "I have a very funny feeling right now. If you don't 
mind, I'd like to do a palm reading for you." He looked at Bethany. "Maybe both 
of you." 

They nodded, excited. A reading by a real psychic! 

First Bethany sat close to Swami Parvananda. He took her palm and traced 
some lines on it with his finger. Then he held his hand 
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over hers, not touching it, and closed his eyes. They sat there for a while. 

Erec could see the Swami's eyes darting back and forth behind his closed lids. 
He wondered what the man was seeing. It felt good to watch someone else 
seeing things that nobody else could. So he was not the only one. Unfortunately, 
he could not control it like the Swami could. The things Erec saw with his 
cloudy thoughts descended on him on their own. 

Soon Swami Parvananda opened his eyes. He held Bethany's hand and placed 
his other palm on top of it. Tears were in his eyes. "Never have I been so 
privileged." He bowed his head. "You, my dear, have the gift of sight. You don't 
know it yet. But someday you will be able to read into the future. It might have 
to do with math. And you have the heart to do the right thing with it when you 
do. My girl, you have made good choices so far with your friends and what to 
believe. Stick with your choices, even when your friends change their minds." 
He patted her hand, then nodded to Erec. 

Erec and Bethany switched seats. When Swami Parvananda took his hand, 
Erec could feel a surge of energy through his skin. It was as if the Swami was 
electrified. He looked at Erec's palm, tracing the lines on it in deep 
concentration. Then he held his hand over Erec's and closed his eyes. 

Images jumped through Erec's head as he sat. Growing up with June and his 
five adopted siblings. His old recurrent nightmare about his father, and then 
finding out from the Memory Mogul that the dream was really somebody else's 
memory. Meeting and then losing Aoquesth. His anger at his mother and then at 
King Piter for keeping things from him. Learning from an inquizzle that his birth 
mother was still alive. 

And then cloudy thoughts. Dragon eyes. Turning into a dragon. 

As he watched the mystic's eyes dart beneath his closed lids, 
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Erec was sure he was seeing these same things. And then his mind went blank, 
just when he got the feeling that this man was seeing into his future. 


Soon Swami Parvananda's eyes opened. He took Erec's hand in his. "My son." 
He looked both sad and kind. "It is you. You are the one." 

Erec knew what he meant, but he needed to hear it. "The one to do what?" 

The Swami nodded. "To fix the prana. Your Substance. If anyone can do it, it 
can only be you." 

They sat quietly. The Swami was right. Erec wondered if he had known that 
all along, somehow. Or maybe just since he'd had both dragon eyes. They let him 
know things, deep down, that he wasn't even conscious of. 

"Will I be able to do it? Will I fix the Substance?" Erec asked finally. 

"Will you be able to?" Swami Parvananda said. "Yes. Will you? I don't know. 
I can see what's in you, but I can't see how you will use it. I can tell you it will 
not be easy." 

Erec understood that. Somehow he knew it would be very, very difficult. It 
would go against his every fiber. He wondered, himself, what he would do. 

"You have more powers than anyone I've heard of," the guru said. "They come 
from your eyes and that chain." He pointed at the Amulet of Virtues hanging 
around Erec's neck. "But you cannot control them yet. You must learn how, fast. 
If you let them go wild now, you may go wild." 

Erec thought of how wild he had felt when he was a dragon, fighting the 
crocodile. 

"You must learn to tame your powers, master them," the guru said. 
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"And then you will be able to see the future. But not like your friend here. In a 
different way. Your two ways might work well together." He nodded. "Or they 
might not. You will see." 

"I'm on a quest," Erec said. "Or, actually, I still need to find out what the quest 
is. The only part I heard was 'Get behind.’ So King Piter told me to consult the 
Oracle in Delphi. But I found out that it won't work for just anyone. We need to 
find a medium to talk to the Fates. I was wondering if you might come with us." 

The guru laughed. "I haven't left this cave in years." He nodded at his 
computer. "Don't have to, with this thing. My friends bring me what I need. But 
you don't need me with you anyway." 

"How will I find a medium?" Erec asked. 

Swami Parvananda giggled. "Look in a mirror." 
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CHAPTER NINE The Little Dark 
Room 


ME? EREC WAS dumbfounded at the Swami's statement. Sure, he saw 
snippets of the future with his cloudy thoughts, but he was no medium. 

"Yes, you. You have everything you need. Just a little more learning, that's 
all." 

"But how will I learn in time? Can you show me how to use my dragon eyes?" 
It did not seem odd to talk to this Upper Earth man about Oracles and dragon 
eyes. The Swami was not surprised at all. 
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"No, that I cannot," he said. "But you do know somebody who can. Somebody 
from your past, and your future. From what I saw in your mind, he's a good- 
looking chap. Nice, trim. No hair cluttering his head. Stylish clothing." 

Erec could not think of a stylish bald man for the life of him. But Bethany 
smiled. "You're talking about the Hermit." 

"But the Hermit's crazy," Erec said, drawing back. "He makes no sense at all." 

"A very, very good sign." The Swami nodded. 

"And how could I even find him in time?" 

"Oh, I don't think that will be difficult," the Swami said. "I get the feeling he 
pops up when he is needed." 

That was true. Erec remembered how the Hermit had appeared out of the blue 
right before his first two quests. And King Piter had said he had made the Hermit 
Erec's magic tutor. 

"I think there is something else you will need from here," the guru said. "I will 
give it to you now." 

They followed him into a small crevice in the rock at the edge of the cave. A 
wave of music surged to their ears. It sounded like a sea of tuning forks struck at 
the same time. The Swami pointed at rows of clear quartz crystals jutting from a 
table of rock. "These are the singing crystals," he said. "They will sing when 
they are in the presence of great prana--magic, as you call it." 

The ringing was a lovely, relaxing sound, but it slowly faded. "They were 
singing because of you," the Swami said. "They detected magic within you. But 
they adjust and become quiet again. If you left for a while and came back, they 
would make noise again." He broke off a tall crystal the size of a celery stalk and 
handed it to Erec. "I'm not sure why, but I think you'll need this." 

"Thank you." Erec put it in his backpack. The crystal rang in a loud, clear 
note, then quieted again. Probably because of the 
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Magiclight and Serving Tray in there, he realized. 

Before they left, Erec pulled out the Serving Tray. "I see you still eat, contrary 
to popular belief. Do you want some lunch before we go?" 


Curious, Swami Parvananda nodded. The three took turns naming items, 
watching them appear, then sampling them, desserts and main courses side-by- 
side. Seeing food magically appear in front of him did not throw the Swami off 
one bit. He named items they had never heard of, most of them delicious, and 
seemed just as happy trying blueberry waffles and tiramisu, although he avoided 
the meat dishes. 

Bethany and Erec took a cue from Swami Parvananda and bowed low, like he 
did. Then they headed down the path. 

"Do you think we should offer some food to Rajiv?" Bethany asked. 

"I wish," Erec said. "I don't think he'd be as relaxed about magically appearing 
food, though." 

"Couldn't we just tell him Swami Parvananda gave it to us?" she asked. 

"And ruin his reputation for not eating in thirty years? I don't think so," Erec 
said. "Rajiv will be okay till we get back." 

They hopped into the truck with smiles and waved at Rajiv in front. But Rajiv 
looked a little different from the way Erec remembered. Didn't Rajiv have hair? 

"Hello, silly Erec." The Hermit swung around, black eyes twinkling. "Forget 
who I am already?" 

Rajiv appeared from behind some trees and rushed over to them. "How was it? 
Did the Swami tell you what your path is, why you were called to him?" His 
eyes searched them for clues. "What was he like?" 

"He was a true mystic,” Bethany said. "You were right about him. And he 
really did help us." 

"How? What did he say?" 
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Erec could not begin to explain, and Bethany was at a lack for words. But the 
Hermit said, "Songs unsung have the sweetest tunes." 

"Yes, yes." Rajiv nodded and climbed into the driver's seat. "I hope you kids 
don't mind. This holy man was wandering nearby. I'm taking him back with us. 
It's good luck to give them food and shelter." 

Erec had to admit, the Hermit fit right in here. Today the Hermit was wrapped 
in a big white towel with only his scrawny arms and the ends of his stick legs 
popping out. It almost looked like the Swami's outfit, except the Hermit's was 
terry cloth. 

Their ride home was relaxing, and as soon as they walked in, Sunita presented 
them with huge plates of food. After stuffing themselves with the Swami, they 
were far too full to eat. They picked at it awhile, until Bethany said that meeting 
the Swami had messed with their stomachs. "I'm sure we'll feel better by dinner," 
she added. 


The Hermit was inside when the two of them walked out of the house, but as 
they strolled down a path, there he was, sitting on a rock in front of them. 

"How do you do that?" Bethany asked. 

"Sit on a rock? It's easy." The Hermit giggled. 

Erec noticed his accent was similar to Rajiv's, yet different somehow. Erec 
was glad to see him. If he could just learn to use his dragon eyes, he could 
become enough of a medium to use the Oracle and learn the rest of his quest. He 
began to explain, "We need a medium--" 

"And I need a rare." The Hermit pointed at Erec. "And a well-done." He 
pointed at Bethany. 

Erec rolled his eyes. How would he ever learn anything from this guy? 

"I know what you need, Erec Rex, and I will help you get it. But first you 
must prove your faith in me. You must do as I say, 
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without thinking, to show your complete trust, if you want me to teach you." 

Did he have any alternative? "Okay." Erec waited. 

"Follow me." The Hermit led them to a bridge over a deep brook. "You must 
walk across this bridge with your eyes shut. No peeking. To show your 
confidence in me. Only then can I teach you." 

The bridge was made of narrow wood slats with no sides or railings. If Erec 
took a wrong step he'd plunge into the water. "Where do I start?" 

"Right here." The Hermit led him to the middle of the bridge. "Close your 
eyes." He spun Erec in circles, until Erec had no idea which direction the bridge 
was going under his feet. "Okay, now walk." 

"Straight ahead?" Erec asked. He wasn't sure about walking on the bridge 
without looking where he was going. It made him nervous knowing he could 
step wrong and fall right off. 

"Straight ahead. Don't peek. You must trust me." 

"Okay." Erec went forward a few steps, feeling the hard wood boards under 
his feet. He was cautious, unsteady, but kept moving. Then his foot plunged 
straight down, with nothing under it to catch him. He splashed, face-first, into 
the brook. 

The Hermit was doubled over laughing when he climbed out. "Very good, 
Erec," he chortled. "You passed your test." 

"But you didn't pass yours," Erec said, shaking off droplets of water like a 
dog. Bethany was laughing now too. "How am I supposed to trust you now?" 

"That's your problem." The Hermit giggled. "I never said you wouldn't fall 
off." 

"Not very confidence-inspiring." The water felt good in the heat so it was hard 


to be upset. Oh well, he thought. If falling off of a bridge was what it took to 
learn how to use his dragon eyes, that was a small price to pay. 
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The Hermit had Erec sit on a flat rock near a stream. The Hermit's legs were 
folded into a perfect lotus position. Erec's were sprawled in front of him. He was 
wearing another set of Rajiv's pajama bottoms and a top called a kurta. Bethany 
watched them from a grassy spot nearby, weaving a chain of wildflowers. 

"Is reading the future with my dragon eyes like doing a dragon call or moving 
the Substance?" Both of those things Erec had done by concentrating on the love 
inside of him and sending it out through Aoquesth's eyes. He was getting pretty 
good at that. 

"No." The Hermit slid a finger across the stone, drawing a picture in the dust. 
"When you call out to the dragons, and when you call out to the Substance, you 
are calling out. See? Now you will be calling in. Or crawling in, more like." 

Erec waited in silence. He did not understand, but asking the Hermit questions 
did not always help. 

"I will guide you," the Hermit said. He whipped the white terry-cloth turban 
off his head and spread it before him. "First, get out your Serving Tray." 

Erec found Jam's tray and handed it to the Hermit. The Hermit produced a 
peeled orange, a soft-boiled egg, a bowl of pitted cherries, and three freshly 
baked chocolate chip cookies. He arranged them on the terry-cloth towel. "Now, 
when you use your dragon eyes for seeing into what will come, you are not 
throwing signals out through your eyes. You want to keep everything inside of 
you. It is like learning to work a movie projector. You must learn to go inside 
and be in control. Very different. 

"Your eyes will show you the movie. You are in charge of the watching. You 
control the projector. Turn it on and off. Watch when you are ready. But can you 
control what you see?" The Hermit raised his eyebrows. 
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"No, I don't think so," Erec said. "I couldn't control what I saw with my 
cloudy thoughts. And Aoquesth could only see certain things too, when he 
looked into the future." 

"Wrong answer." The Hermit slapped the rock. "Try again." 

"Okay. I can control what I see?" 

"Wrong answer," the Hermit said. "Try again." 

"There are no other answers," Erec said. 

"Wrong again. The answer is you can, and you cannot, control what you see. 
You cannot control it because you must sit and watch what your eyes choose to 
show you. And you do control it because they are your eyes. Somewhere inside, 


it is you making the choice of what to show yourself. You are not aware of it, but 
you show yourself what you need to see the most." 

It all sounded wonderful, but Erec still had no clue how to do it. He looked at 
the food spread before him. It would have looked more appealing were it not 
sitting on something that had been wrapped around the Hermit's bald head. 

"Okay, now we start," the Hermit instructed. "It is a kind of meditation. Close 
your eyes and follow where I take you." 

Erec closed his eyes. The hot sun filtered through the leaves above, its warmth 
relaxing him. Every now and then a soft breeze drifted by. He heard the Hermit 
say, "You are sitting on a rock, resting in your body. Relaxing. Every inch of you 
fills yourself up completely." Erec visualized what the Hermit was saying. It was 
easy because it was true. 

"Now," the Hermit continued, "you will go inside yourself more. Go in deeper. 
Picture moving out of your fingers and toes, leaving them, and going into a box 
inside your head. It is a dark room in there, but comfortable. You move easily. 
There is plenty of room for you. You are still inside yourself, but now just in one 
spot. In this room." 

Maybe because the Hermit's voice was so soothing and the hot sun so 
peaceful, Erec found it easy to picture doing just what the 
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Hermit had said. He felt that he was deep within himself, safe in a dark room. 

"Now go in again," said the Hermit, "through another door in that room into a 
smaller one, and then again into an even smaller one. They are deeper and 
deeper inside of you. All these rooms are comfortable, plenty big for you to go 
into. It feels good to be there." 

Erec imagined going into two more rooms inside of each other. It was like 
entering doorways in a series of nesting boxes. He focused, and in his mind he 
was secure and protected in a warm, dark room in his mind. 

"Now, in this room you see something. Two windows hang in front of you, but 
their shades are pulled down. No light is coming in. If you wanted, you could 
pull a cord that hangs between them and open the shades. But not yet. You are 
happy here now. There is another thing in the room too. It is a small box ona 
table. Go up to the box. Touch it." 

Erec imagined walking up to a box on a table. He put his hands on it. It felt 
mysterious, exciting. 

"Good," the Hermit said. "This box holds your future. Everything you want 
and do not want to know is in this box. What will happen to Alypium, to Upper 
Earth. If you will become king. When you will die. It is all inside." 

The box seemed to pulse under Erec's hands. It held an enormous amount of 


energy. He was thrilled to touch it, be near it, but was afraid to see what was 
inside. 

The Hermit's voice echoed through the dark room. "This box is your movie 
projector. Pull the cord to open the shades and concentrate on the box. It will 
show you something. Try it." 

A chill raced through Erec. He grasped the cord and it felt warm and silky in 
his grip. Then he pulled. 

The window shades flew open. Everything he saw through the windows was 
green. Fat ropes of Substance hung in the air. Then... 
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Screaming. Terror. Blasting noise. Fear. Explosion. 

He yanked the cord back and the shades slammed down. 

Erec took a while to return to normal. He felt like he was running in a panic 
through dark rooms, searching for the way out. Finally, when he realized he was 
sitting on a rock in the sun, exhaustion hit him. It was all he could do to open his 
eyes. 

"Cool!" Bethany squealed. "Green light shined out through your dragon eyes! 
Did you see the future?" 

Erec shook his head. "Not really. At least I hope not." He remembered how 
green light had shone through Patchouli's eyes and Aoquesth's eyes when they 
were reading the future. So this is what they had gone through? No wonder 
Aoquesth had been exhausted afterward. Patchouli hadn't been. She must have 
been a tower of strength. 

"Oh." Bethany looked disappointed. "It looked like something was 
happening.” 

"Tt was weird." Erec wasn't sure how to explain. "I did see something, but I 
couldn't tell what it was. There was a lot of noise and a big explosion. Something 
really bad was happening, I know that." 

The Hermit nodded. "You did very well. But in order to see more, you must 
conquer your fears of the future. Next time don't run away." 

Erec noticed that the food on the terry-cloth towel was gone. "What happened 
to the food?" he asked. 

"I ate it." 

"Why? Did it have something to do with my dragon eyes?" 

"No," the Hermit said. "I was hungry." 

It was easy for the Hermit to sit in the sun, munch on snacks, and talk about 
Erec conquering his fears. But if he had felt what Erec had when he looked 
through those windows, he might have run away too. 
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Over the next few days, Erec worked with the Hermit on using his dragon 
eyes. He got used to going into the dark rooms in his mind, looked forward to it 
even. But every time he looked through the windows at what his dragon eyes 
were showing him, he was filled with terror. One time he made himself keep the 
shades open and watch a little longer. But all he saw was people screaming and 
concrete flying. Chaos. It was like a confusing nightmare. After watching a 
minute and not understanding what he was seeing, he pulled the shades down 
and left the room. 

The Hermit was patient but insisted that he just needed to conquer his fear. 

"But I looked for a while, and it was a confusing mess. And it wasn't good, 
either. I don't think watching longer would have helped." 

"Maybe watching calmer would. Pretend you're at the movies with a tub of 
popcorn." 

Yeah, right, Erec thought. Great flick. 

Rajiv and Sunita started thanking Erec and Bethany more and bowing to them 
lower and more frequently. One evening, after many bows, Rajiv said, "We 
cannot ever repay you for this. You are bringing great luck upon us by staying 
here." 

"We are?" Bethany asked. "Why is that?" 

Rajiv pressed his palms together and dipped his head up and down. "You two 
were led to Swami Parvananda by the great powers of the universe. Now a holy 
man has been brought to you. We can see him working with you. I have seen 
you. You walk across a pile of sticks without making any noise. And you are 
letting us keep you in our house while you are here. That will bring us very good 
luck. We will be opening our guest house for tourists in a few weeks, and we can 
use that luck." 
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Erec hoped that Rajiv and his family got all the luck they needed. And he 
hoped he would have some luck of his own soon seeing the future with his 
dragon eyes. 

"How long do I have to do this before I can talk to the Fates through the 
Oracle?" Erec asked the Hermit as they sat on their usual perch by the stream. 

"Well, we could go now. I can see into the future, you know, so I could be the 
medium for you." The Hermit's eyes twinkled. 

"What?" Erec blinked. "Why didn't you tell me that before? I told you I 
needed a medium." 

"And I told you I needed a rare and a well-done. Remember? But you weren't 
so concerned about that then. Who do you think went with King Piter when he 
needed to go to the Oracle in the past? I did. Well, his AdviSeers Ruth and 


Balthazar did too, sometimes." The Hermit folded his arms and legs into tangled 
twists in front of him and sank into meditation. 

Erec tapped on the Hermit's shoulder until he opened his eyes. 

"What is it?" the Hermit asked. "You know how to practice on your own 
now." 

Erec's eyes narrowed. "If you can be the medium for us, let's go now. I need to 
find out what this next quest is." 

The Hermit's eyes crinkled. "Patience, young man. Patience. Are you really 
sure you want to run off on another quest before you know what your eyes are 
trying to show you? Try to do a quest when you're not in control of yourself? If 
you are in such a hurry, then learn this more quickly. Also, the Oracle will work 
better for you if you are the medium, not me. It will answer you directly then, 
and that is always best. Trust me, you need to learn to use your eyes better first." 

Erec squirmed. The problem was, he didn't actually want to see 
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what his eyes were showing him. It was just too terrible. That's when he 
realized that the Hermit was right. He really was afraid to see. And he would 
have to face his fear. No matter how bad the thing was, it was in his own future. 
If he didn't know what was coming, how could he ever fix it? 

That was it! Warmth flushed through Erec's face. He could stop whatever the 
awful thing was that would happen. Aoquesth had told him the future could be 
changed. Patchouli had even changed it to let Erec save Bethany in time. So Erec 
could change it too. He would find out what awful thing was happening in the 
future, learn all about it, and figure out how to stop it from happening. 

Once Erec realized that he had control over it, he was excited to get back in, 
open the shades, and let the box go. Show me your worst, he thought. And then 
watch out. 
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CHAPTER TEN The Oracle 


EREC LAY ON his stomach on the warm rock, as he had seen Aoquesth and 
Patchouli do. He closed his eyes and listened to the rush of the stream. A stray 
breeze rustled the broad teak leaves. 

Then he focused. Soon he was entering the small room in his head, then the 
smaller one, than the smallest one inside of the rest. The rooms were inviting, 
comfortable. But unlike before, he couldn't wait to see what the box had to show 
him. 
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He found the small table and touched the thing on it that held the visions of 


his future. How lucky he was that he knew how to work it! It felt alive, pulsing, 
strong. 

It was time. He focused on the box, took a deep breath. Then he opened the 
shades on the two windows and watched. 

There were screams, terror. But this time, instead of running in fear and 
averting his eyes, Erec relaxed. He focused on the windows like he was 
watching a movie. People were scrambling in all directions. There was a loud 
blasting noise, then a louder boom. It looked like something huge was crumbling 
around them. 

The image he saw through the windows looked like a camera panning across a 
scene. Like eyes scanning a crowd. Erec remembered the windows were eyes-- 
his eyes. And that was when he noticed that he could control them. 

If Erec turned his eyes to the left, he found he was still looking out the 
windows, but the view from the windows swung to the left. He could move his 
eyes up, down, in any direction, and make the windows show him what was 
happening in those places. 

Fear still surged through him as he took in the scene. He realized it was the 
fear that he felt in the future, when the explosion was happening. But another 
strange feeling was mixed with the fear. It was a good feeling. Surges of power. 
He was strong, invincible, even though he was terrified. 

A building was collapsing--he could see that now--and people were fleeing 
from it. He just could not tell where it was. Destruction wreaked havoc 
everywhere he looked. 

When he was finally satisfied that he had seen all that he could, he pulled the 
cord to shut the shades and left the room. 

When he opened his eyes to the light of day, he was exhausted. He glimpsed 
up at the Hermit grinning at him, then fell asleep. 
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Erec awoke alone, still on the rock by the stream. He had just had the dream 
again, the nightmare he always had about his father. It didn't bother him as much 
anymore, now that he knew that it was not his real father, just a fake memory of 
somebody else's father. The memory chip he had been given when he was little. 
Still, the guy in the dream was so familiar and creepy. 

Bethany was tossing clothes into her backpack in the guest house. "We're 
leaving now!" she said with a grin. "The Hermit is taking us to the Oracle! And 
Sunita gave us both extra clothes." 

Sunita walked in with a huge basket brimming with food. "Please. From us. 
Tell me anything else you need." 

They thanked her, but she stopped them. "No, no, no. Thank you. And please 


come back anytime." 

Erec was a little stunned when they found the Hermit waiting outside for 
them. "Does this mean I'm a medium now?" 

"Yes." The Hermit nodded. "You are no longer rare. You are medium like me." 
He giggled, and Erec had to smile. 

"But how will we get to Delphi?" Bethany asked. "Greece is so far away from 
central India." 

"The same way I got here. Through the Castle Alypium Port-O-Door." 

"What?" Erec said, filled with relief that they had a way to get around easily. 
"Where is it?" 

"In the tool shed." The Hermit thumbed toward the small shack. "Ready to 
go?" 

They thanked Rajiv and Sunita one more time and said good-bye to Shreena 
and Sunil. Then they followed the Hermit into the tool shed. 

"You realize how strange this will look to Rajiv and Sunita?" Bethany asked. 
"We say good-bye, walk into their tool shed, and vanish?" 
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"That is good," the Hermit said. "This will bring them more luck." 

"How could that be?" Erec asked. 

"Because they will believe that something special happened. If they believe 
they are lucky, then they will do things to make themselves lucky." 

Erec hoped that was true, because Rajiv and Sunita deserved it. 

The Hermit punched the code numbers into the wooden Port-O-Door and 
turned its gold doorknob. They followed him into the vestibule and shut the 
door. On the other side was a door that, if they opened it, would lead straight 
back into the castle. But that was not where they were going. 

A screen was divided into four colored squares: a white ALYPIUM section, a 
blue one saying ASHONA, a red one saying AORTH, and a yellow square 
labeled OTHERNESS. Erec looked fondly at that square, remembering his 
Cyclops, Hydra, and Valkyrie friends in Otherness, especially Tina. 

Under the four big sections, the Hermit's finger tapped a thin orange stripe 
marked OTHER. A world map popped onto the screen. The Hermit poked the 
European continent, which grew larger, then larger again as he tapped near the 
Aegean Sea. A map of Greece blossomed before them. If Greece was a tadpole 
with its tail waving to the north, he touched again somewhere near its mouth, 
just north of Athens. 

A map of Delphi sprang before them. The Hermit's hand glided past the 
Delphi Museum, a library, several resorts, and a lot of green space, then pushed a 
spot titled the Temple of Apollo, right next to Mount Parnassus. A detailed map 


appeared. It was an overhead sketch showing the Temple of Apollo on the side 
of the mountain, with the Oracle nearby. 
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The Hermit chose a crevice in the mountainside surrounded by trees. "This is 
the best place, right here. Good not to walk out into plain view. And it's close, so 
we don't have to pay to get in. It's earlier in Greece than in India, so it's still open 
to the public." It had not occurred to Erec that a mystical place like this might 
have tourists wandering around and an admission fee. He somehow had 
imagined they would be alone. 

The screen said LOCK, and Erec heard the doorknob click. They opened the 
door out of the side of a hill that led down to a lush valley. No houses were in 
sight. A falcon swooped overhead, and a warbler's whoop tumbled through the 
sky. From their perch they could gaze down on fields and olive groves--a 
completely different look from Tadoba Park in India, but just as beautiful. 

As they walked uphill, a spectacular sight appeared before them. Ancient 
ruins covered a plateau. Statues, altars, columns, and remains of stone walls 
decorated with ornate carvings stood as they had thousands of years ago. Erec 
and Bethany followed the Hermit through the ruins, tourists wandering around 
them. Something scuffled in the bushes behind Erec, but when he turned around 
nothing was there. He figured it must have been an animal. 

"This path is called the Sacred Way," the Hermit said. Erec could see why. 
Spectacular sun-bleached columns lined the path, remains of Ancient Greece. Of 
course the Hermit was familiar with this place. He had been here many times 
with King Piter. "And this was the Treasury of Athens." The Hermit pointed at 
an impressive stone monument lined with columns in front. "It was where the 
ancient Greeks left money and treasures for Apollo." 

What was left of the Temple of Apollo made Erec feel tiny. Six humongous 
stone columns still stood, ripples carved along their edges. Ancient foundation 
stones lay nearby, remainders of the huge temple. It must have once looked 
spectacular, with breathtaking 
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mountains around it and hawks soaring overhead. Even now it looked 
otherworldly--maybe what Mount Olympus was supposed to be like. 

When they followed the Hermit to the "theater," Erec heard more scuffling 
behind him. Was somebody trailing them? 

The Hermit did not seem to notice. He pointed out how five thousand people 
could sit in the theater, a perfectly preserved horseshoe of stone seats built into 
the hillside around a center stage. Erec had never seen him in tour-guide mode 
before. It wasn't like the Hermit, he thought. 


"Is the Oracle in the Temple of Apollo?" Bethany asked. 

"No." The Hermit pointed the way they had come. "It's that way. Near the 
mountainside. Most people think it's part of the Temple, but the real Oracle is 
not." He looked around. "We can go there now." 

As they walked down the path, this time Erec was sure somebody was behind 
him, following. The Hermit seemed to know it too. He did not turn around, but 
instead of going straight to the Oracle, he turned to show them another sight. 
Erec wondered if the scuffling sound might partly explain their guided tour. He 
glanced at Bethany, but she did not seem to notice anything unusual. 

Soon there was another movement behind them and another. But when Erec 
looked, there was nobody there. It sounded like the noises were coming from 
more than one place. Were there several people hiding around them? 

Who would know they were here? Then the answer hit him. Everyone. Jack 
knew they were headed to see the Oracle. He must have told Oscar, so Baskania 
would have people waiting. They would alert him when Erec arrived. 

Erec grabbed Bethany's wrist. "They're here." 

She froze. 
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The Hermit pointed toward the massive ancient stadium, stone seats around its 
huge dirt enclosure. He said loudly, "This was for the chariot races." 

"What are we going to do?" Erec whispered. 

The Hermit winked at him. "I've been watching. You have two followers so 
far. Maybe more soon. There was a third, but he didn't recognize you. I think he 
was looking for someone to go right to the Oracle. He was thrown off by our 
little walk around." He glanced over Erec's shoulder. "By the looks of these two, 
you can still talk to the Oracle. Better hurry, before we gain more company." 

He led them to the edge of the mountainside, through some trees. A stream 
splashed by, hurrying away from the split in the rock where it burst into the light. 
"The Oracle is here, in the Castalian Spring. These waters connect to the home 
of the three Fates, like Al's Well and Ed's Well. But the properties of the Oracle 
will let you talk to the Fates from here." 

He led them to the edge of a steep rise in the mountain. A still pond formed at 
the side of the stream. Near the edge of the pond sat a small stone well. As they 
approached it, the singing crystal in Erec's backpack began to chime, and then it 
quieted. The three of them looked over the circular wall into the water below. 

"Why would there be a well by a stream?" Bethany asked. "Aren't wells made 
so people can get water?" 

"Not this well." The Hermit laughed. "This is the Oracle. It was made for 
chatting." 


The water in the well looked deep. Erec had the feeling that it led straight to 
the center of the earth. "I heard some tourists say that the Oracle is in the 
sanctuary of the temple." 

"Good thing they think that," the Hermit said. "Keeps them away from here so 
we can do our business." 

"I can talk to the Fates here?" Erec asked. 
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"You can now that you are a seer." 

Erec had not thought of himself as a seer before. It was Bethany who was 
supposed to learn how to do that. He thought he saw her face twitch with 
disappointment, but maybe that was just him feeling guilty. 

The Hermit explained, "If you had not learned to use your dragon eyes, I 
would have to ask the Fates your questions for you. They would see you when I 
stepped away, and answer to you. But they would not hear you then if you had 
more to ask. This way will be far easier." 

"Can I talk to them now?" Erec heard more rustling behind him, and now in 
some nearby bushes in front of him too. 

"First you must go into the little dark room in your head and open the shades. 
Look into the well. When the light from your dragon eyes shines in, the Fates 
will know you are here." 

Erec nodded. He had practiced that enough. He leaned over the side of the 
well, which was as high as his waist, and looked in. Then he closed his eyes. 

His imagination took over. He saw himself entering the small pitch-black 
room in his mind. A warm, comforting feeling spread through him. Then he 
passed through the next door and the next. There on the table was the small box. 
A ripple of fear stole over him before he pulled the shades open. He knew what 
he was going to see would not be pleasant. If only he could figure out what was 
happening, what building was exploding in the future, he could stop it. He knew 
that. But how? 

Then it hit him. He was at the Oracle. He would ask the Fates! Surely they 
would know what terrible thing he was seeing. 

With greater confidence, he opened the shades covering the windows. Before 
his eyes, people were screaming, running. Chunks of a building were falling, 
shattering all around him. Terror surged through him, along with another feeling. 
A strange confidence, pleasure, control. Power. It filled him with energy. 
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Erec turned his eyes one way, then the other, looking all around the scene. 
When he felt he had seen enough for the Fates to get an idea of it, he stepped out 
of the dark rooms and opened his eyes. 


As usual, he felt his eyes swivel in his head, so he knew his dragon eyes had 
been out. It took a moment to adjust to the brightness outside. He was tired, but 
excited to talk to the Fates. Now he had two things to ask them: what the rest of 
his third quest was and what the horrible vision was that he was seeing in his 
future. 

Then Erec smiled. Why stop there? There were so many other things he 
wanted to know about himself, things that were mysteries to him. He couldn't 
wait to find out everything. 

Below him the water was changing. It began to swirl into a whirlpool of 
amazing colors, metallic shades, pastels, dusky ones. For a moment the water 
bubbled up like it was boiling, and then the surface became glassy smooth and 
dark, so that Erec could see his reflection. 

What would the Fates sound like? Erec braced himself. Their voices were 
probably bone-chilling, inhuman, ghastly. The Hermit gestured him toward the 
water, and he leaned closer. "Fates? This is Erec Rex. I have a few questions for 
you." 

Silence was his only answer, and for a moment Erec felt ridiculous talking 
into well water. But then he heard giggling and shrieking. It sounded like he had 
channeled into a slumber party. Maybe he had gotten the wrong number. 

"It's Erec!" one of them shouted, sounding more like a crazed fan than a 
supernatural being who ruled over the fates of humans. 

"Eeeeeek!" they all screamed, laughing. 

"We were so expecting you," a voice giggled. "Too bad you can't pop over 
and, like, hang with us for a while." She sounded like a Valley girl, yet older and 
more earthy at the same time. In fact, the Fates managed to come across as 
extremely young and amazingly 
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old at the same time. The only thing that wasn't quite human was the immense 
energy in their voices. Erec heard giggling, along with sounds of ice rattling and 
clinking glasses. 

"I was wondering if you could tell me what the rest of my third quest is," he 
said. "It got broken off in Al's Well." 

"Well, like, du-uh!" one of the Fates burst out. Erec could just imagine her 
rolling her eyes and painting her nails. "I mean, like, who do you think broke it? 
Unh!" 

Another said, "We wanted you to come chat with us, Erec. And you didn't 
really, like, want to get the whole quest right then. I mean, did you?" 

She was right. Balor would have found out what it was. And if Erec had not 
had to stick his hand back into Al's Well to look for the rest of the quest, he 


would never have escaped. "Can you tell me what the whole quest is now?" he 
asked. 

Bursts of laughter issued from the well. A few of the Fates started to talk, but 
dissolved into fits of giggles. Finally one of them choked out, "G-get...be-hind." 
They all started laughing so hard that even Erec could not help but smile. 

"What is it?" he said. "Get behind what?" 

"That's it!" one said with glee, chortling, "Get...be...behind! Oh, yeah," she 
said with a giggle, "and set it free." 

"Get behind and set it free?" Erec repeated, confused. "That's my quest?" 

"Yes!" The three of them screamed, laughing anew as if it was the best joke 
they had ever heard. He heard more glasses clinking. Someone said, "Pour me 
another Cosmos Ripple, Decima." 

"Oeww-kay." Erec glanced at the Hermit, who nodded sagely, as if this were a 
grave discussion. "So I have to get behind and set it free." 

More hysterics broke out when he said it. It seemed best to move on and 
worry about the strange quest later. In fact, he thought, this 
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might be a good reason to step out and not do the quest after all. Nobody 
would be able to figure out what it meant. 

"I have another question," he said. "When I look into my future, I keep seeing 
a building exploding and people running away in fear. What's happening?" 

The laughter calmed down, and after a few sniffs one of them said. "You will, 
like, totally figure that out soon. That's the Castle Alypium exploding, kid." Her 
voice warbled, "It's like mega-awesome. We love it, don't we, girls?’ 

There was a chorus of "Oh, yeah"s and "So rad"s. 

The Castle Alypium exploding? Erec choked. And they loved it? How could 
they? He had felt the terror there. Then again, the Fates might not care much 
about human lives. They saw birth and death on a much bigger scale. But Erec 
would figure out what would happen to the castle. And he would stop it. 

After some more movement in the bushes, a wiry boy with reddish hair rushed 
toward him--Oscar Felix. Erec flushed with anger as soon as he saw him. "Now 
you're following us, Oscar? Spying on us for Baskania? So you can tell him what 
we're up to? Just get away from me. I'm not letting you ruin things again." 

Oscar's face was red. "Erec, please believe me. I've never talked to Baskania. 
He was lying. Really. That's why I came out here. Ask...ask that thing for me. 
Okay?" 

Erec looked into the well. Why not? "Is Oscar Felix letting Baskania know 
where we are?" 

A Fate said, "Well, like, duh. I mean, you already know that. Why are you 


asking us?" 

Erec glared at Oscar. 

"No! It's not true. They're wrong!" Oscar said. 

Bethany frowned. "Erec, could you ask the Fates if Oscar is lying, if he knows 
that he is talking to Baskania?" 
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Erec leaned into the well. "Does Oscar know he is talking to Baskania?" 

The Fates began shouting "Yes" and "No" until they were lost in laughter 
again. Oscar stared into the well, stunned. "There he is, girls. Unh! Fine!" 

One of them talked insultingly slow. "T'll put it re-al-ly simp-ly so he un-der- 
stands. Okay? Rosco is telling Baskania everything Oscar knows." 

"Rosco? Can he read my mind?" Oscar's face bunched up like he was about to 
cry. "TIl get 'im. I will. Just wait. He's dead. I'll get 'im." 

"How does Rosco know what Oscar is thinking?" Bethany asked. "Did he put 
a spell on him? Plant something on Oscar so he knows his thoughts?" 

"Rosco ruined everything," Oscar said. "I can't go on the quests. Now my 
friends can't be with me. And I bet my dad died because of our fighting. That 
wouldn't have happened if Rosco hadn't turned out to be a criminal." 

Bethany patted his back. "Don't even think that. There is no way your father 
died just because you were arguing with him. That's you feeling guilty." 

Oscar jutted his chin up. "All right then. Ask the well, Erec. Ask it. I want to 
know why my dad died." 

"I don't know if that's a good idea." Erec did not want to upset him even more. 

Oscar shook like he was about to explode. "Do it. I have to know. If you were 
ever my friend, then do this for me." 

There was more rustling in the bushes behind them. Erec looked around, but 
whoever was there stayed hidden. He asked the well, "How did Oscar's father 
die?" 

"He killed him." The Fate's voice sounded upset. 
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All eyes fell on Oscar. Oscar looked around, terrified. "I did not! I didn't. 
They're lying! That's crazy." 

Erec turned toward the well. "Who killed him?" He was afraid to hear the 
answer. 

It sounded like one of them said, "Oscar." But then they all heard it loud and 
clear. "Rosco killed him. He used a magic spell to make him stop breathing." 

Oscar sank to the ground, crying. "Rosco did it," he said. "Rosco." He buried 
his face in his arms, sobbing. Then he rolled on the ground, pounding his feet 
and fists into it. Erec heard him say between hiccups, "...if it's the last thing I do. 


I'm having my revenge." 

Bethany sat by Oscar and rubbed his back. There was more rustling behind 
Erec. He had more questions for the Oracle, and had to ask them fast. The Fates' 
chatter was fading, as if they were losing interest in him. "Wait," he called, "I 
have another question." 

The voice of one of the Fates tinkled like a bell. "Your girlfriend better, like, 
jump in this well right now, before we talk any more. I mean, if you even like 
her at all. Or she'll be toast." 

"What?" Erec looked at Bethany in shock. That didn't make any sense. Why 
did she have to go into the well? 

Bethany didn't look excited about jumping in either. "Huh? Ask them why." 

But the Hermit pushed her to the edge. "Don't argue. These three know what 
will happen, remember? Get in. There you go." 

Bethany took a look at Oscar, then she put two and two together. Someone 
nasty would arrive soon. She jumped into the well with a splash and 
disappeared. Erec was glad she had Instagills. He leaned over the well again. 
"Could you tell me, quick, who my father is?" 
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A hand on his shoulder jerked him backward, and he fell onto the ground. 
Balor Stain shoved past him and looked into the well. "All right. I've waited long 
enough, ‘got behind' him like I was supposed to. Stupid quest. Now it's my turn 
to ask some questions." 

The Fates could see Balor but not hear him, Erec knew, since he was not a 
medium. So they seemed to think that Erec's question had been for Balor. 
"Look!" they screeched. "It's Balor Stain! Can you believe it? And he wants to 
know who his father is." They giggled. 

"I do not," Balor said. "I know my father." 

"This will be so funny," a Fate said. "He has no clue. Who gets to tell him?" 

Erec dusted himself off and came closer. Everyone stared at the well, 
mesmerized. 

"T'll do it!" the voice of one of the Fates rang out. "Balor, you and your 
brothers, Damon and Dollick Stain, were born on April twentieth, almost 
fourteen years ago, in Alypium. You were triplets, cloned from Thanatos Argus 
Baskania, who is your real father, then given to Mauvis and Perdita Stain to 
raise. I mean, like, Balor, didn't you notice something was weird about you 
guys?" 

Erec stared at Balor in shock. He did look like Baskania, now that she 
mentioned it. Just much younger, with black hair and only two eyes. Balor 
looked like he was working something out in his head. 


"Why does Damon have a bone coming out of his head, and Dollick look like 
a sheep, then?" Erec asked the well. 

The Fates giggled. "They really, like, screwed up the cloning job. Thanatos 
Baskania had just eaten lamb for dinner. And when they took the laser slice from 
him to clone Dollick, part of the slice went through Baskania's stomach and got 
some lamb in it. And 
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the slice for Damon got too big a piece of Baskania's thigh bone. So it messed 
his head up. That Vulcan cloning thing was pretty new then, and it still had 
bugs." 

"Yeah," another said, "eeew. It was so gross. The bugs were, like, all over it." 

A shadow fell over the well. The Fates screamed, "Eek!" and "Eeew!" 

Erec looked up to see many eyes gazing back at him from one face. 
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CHAPTER ELEVEN Snail Mail from 


Oscar 


OSCAR!" BASKANIA CRIED. "Thank you again, so much, for alerting me 
that your friend is here. You will be well rewarded, I assure you. In fact," he 
raised his chin and grinned smugly under his many darting eyes, "someday I will 
place you at my side, put my full trust in our friendship." 

Oscar spat in the grass but seemed afraid to say more. 

Then Baskania turned to Balor, seething. "Are you happy now, 
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fool? I sent you to do one thing. 'Get behind' Erec. It was your last chance to 
do something right. And instead you run up and ask the Fates who your real 
father is?" He sneered. "That was for me to decide if and when to tell you." 

Balor looked stunned, like he was not absorbing what Baskania, his father, 
was saying. Erec knew that Baskania's attention would turn to him before too 
long. There was only one way out, and he needed to try to escape before 
Baskania noticed it too. 

"Oscar." Erec nudged him with his foot. He nodded toward the bushes and 
whispered, "Go. Don't look at me." Oscar must have understood, for in a 
moment he was gone. 

Baskania did not seem to care that Oscar had left. He looked at Erec and 
rubbed his hands together. 

In a single motion Erec dove into the well. A second later Bethany was 
swimming beside him, their Instagills open again. 


The Fates must have been helping him, for a strong current sucked them away, 
fast. The water felt both boiling hot and freezing cold, but it quickly turned to a 
normal temperature. 

"Look!" Bethany screamed. Two thick ropes spiraled through the water 
toward them like snakes. Erec was sure Baskania had sent them. He kicked 
faster to get away, but one of the ropes was gaining on him. He knew it would 
wind tightly around him and drag him back to the Oracle. 

"This way!" Bethany took a sharp turn into a small tunnel to the bottom of a 
lake. The ropes jerked behind them, spinning closer. 

Then Erec heard a voice. "All right. Like, fine." "Fine" sounded like "fi-yun." 
It was one of the Fates. "We'll, like, fix it. Just this one time, since we were 
having such a fun chat. Don't count on us again, all right, kiddies?" 

Out of nowhere two snapping turtles appeared in front of Baskania's ropes. 
The ropes sprang at the surprised reptiles and bound them tightly, dragging them 
away. 
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Bethany grinned, delighted. "Those turtles will give Baskania a little surprise. 
I hope they snap off his fingers." 

"Or at least one of his eyes." 

The image made both of them burst out laughing. 

They waded out of the lake and sat drying in the sun under a stand of tall 
trees. A village stood in the distance, and cars rumbled far away. "At least we're 
not deep in a jungle this time," Erec said. 

"Į just can't believe that Balor Stain and his brothers are Baskania's sons," 
Bethany said. 

"Clones," added Erec. It gave him a chill. 

"I don't think Balor liked it either," she said. "Imagine finding out Baskania 
was your dad." 

Erec would not have wanted that shock. "But you'd think Balor would love it, 
he said. "He was so proud to be the son of the 'great sorcerer Mauvis Stain.’ Now 
his dad is even more powerful and evil. How perfect." 

"I bet he'll like it once he gets used to it," Bethany agreed. 

"Funny, he'll turn fourteen on April twentieth. He's just two days younger than 
me," Erec said. 

Bethany considered that. "Interesting. I'll bet Baskania planned on Balor, 
Damon, and Dollick taking over the Kingdoms of the Keepers all the way back 
when he cloned them." 

"And here I show up, trying to take the throne away from them." Erec nodded. 
"No wonder he hates me. I just wish I knew why I am supposed to be destined to 


W 


rule here. It doesn't make sense. And also who those other kids are who are 
supposed to rule with me. Why did we get picked?" He wished he had more time 
to ask the Oracle questions. He could have spent days there, just finding things 
out. 

What had he really learned at the Oracle, anyway? He'd heard 
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a lot more about the Stain brothers than himself. He learned that Rosco had 
some tap into Oscar's mind and had killed Oscar's father. But what about the 
things he really needed to know? That terrible explosion in his future was the 
Castle Alypium blowing up. But he still had no idea when it would happen, or 
why, or how to stop it. And what he had found out about the rest of his quest was 
useless. "Get behind and set it free"? What could that possibly mean? 

Erec took the Serving Tray out of his backpack, and they ate pizza, macaroni 
and cheese, chocolate bars, four types of chips, five kinds of cookies, French 
fries, and, in an effort by Bethany to be healthy, an orange. 

But when they finished, they both felt a sense of loss. "Should we walk to 
those houses over there and see where we are?" Bethany asked. 

"I guess." Erec shrugged. "I don't know what else to do. We'll have to find a 
place to sleep soon." They started walking. "I just wish the Hermit was here. 
Maybe he could help." 

"I do too," a voice sounded right behind them. "If we could only find him, 
things would be so much better." 

They spun around to see the Hermit strolling along, clicking his tongue in 
disappointment. Below the Hermit's long robes, feathers sprung from the back of 
his shoes like odd wings. 

"Hey!" Erec shouted. Bethany threw her arms around him, then quickly pulled 
them away, not fully comfortable with him yet. 

"What should we do?" Erec asked the Hermit. "I have no clue what that quest 
means. 'Get behind and set it free"?" 

The Hermit giggled, then doubled over laughing. It seemed that he had the 
same sense of humor that the Fates did. "Oh, it's precious." He gasped. "Get be- 
hind. Oh..." He sank to the ground 
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laughing, tears of mirth rolling down his face, and pounded the ground in 
delight. 

Bethany and Erec waited expectantly until he calmed down. 

"I know where you need to go. So perfect. So beautiful." He chuckled. "I can't 
tell you what to do there. That is up to you. But I know where you must go to 
find out. Tonight you can sleep on this nice patch of leaves. We will leave in the 


morning for Ceryneia." 

"Where is Ceryneia?" asked Bethany. 

"In Otherness," said the Hermit. "Much farther south than where you were 
before. It's right on the border of Otherness and northern Thailand, close to 
where the Ping River springs from the Chiang Dao Mountains. Not too far from 
the Upper Earth city Chiang Mai." 

"Otherness is in Thailand?" Erec tried to remember what Jam had told him 
about Otherness. It ran through many countries and was filled with creatures that 
had been exiled first from Upper Earth and then from the Kingdoms of the 
Keepers. Jam had said a big section of Otherness ran through remote parts of 
Russia and China, and a bunch of other countries. Upper Earth people stayed 
away from those areas because they were hard to reach and untamed. They were 
also kept away by the spells and force fields that Baskania had put around 
Otherness. 

The Hermit said, "There are parts of Otherness in most countries, some more 
than others. Ceryneia is a beautiful part of Otherness, just like Thailand is a 
beautiful part of Upper Earth." 

Erec wished that his quest was more clear. His second quest had also been 
vague: "You must stop the monsters in Lerna." He'd had no idea who the 
monsters had been. In fact, he'd had it all wrong. But at least it had told him 
where to go. "Remember my first quest?" he asked. "It told me to open 
Patchouli's eggs in Nemea. You can't get more specific than that. I wonder why 
this one barely said anything." 

"Maybe it had to be this way," Bethany said. "The Fates probably 
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knew that the Hermit would figure it out. If it had been specific, then Balor 
and Baskania would know where to go too. Balor probably heard what the Fates 
told you at the Oracle." 

She had a good point. Balor knew the whole quest now too, but he probably 
was as Clueless as Erec would have been--as Erec was about everything else. The 
other important problems he had to solve still loomed over him. Who would 
blow up the Castle Alypium, and when? Plus, how could he help fix the 
Substance before things got worse on Upper Earth and all the bees disappeared? 
He wasn't sure if life would end on Upper Earth first because of the Substance 
draining out, or if the plants would disappear without bees to pollinate them, and 
there would be no oxygen left. 

If only he knew his father, it would all be so much better. He wished that he 
had just that simple pleasure. Someone from here who could help him. Having a 
father was something most people didn't think twice about. Couldn't he have that 


one small thing? 

The Hermit, almost as if he knew something Erec did not, crossed his arms, 
looked at the sky, and started to whistle. 

After breakfast from the Serving Tray the next morning, Erec and Bethany 
followed the Hermit through the castle Port-O-Door and into the vestibule. After 
tapping the yellow square marked OTHERNESS, a map appeared on the screen. 
The Hermit touched the spot labeled CERYNEIA at the southern end, right near 
the border. He chose an unlabeled section and the door clicked. 

Their Port-O-Door turned out to have lodged itself in the wide trunk of a 
jackfruit tree. The massive fruits with green, pebbled skin hung over their heads, 
some of the darker ones bigger than Erec could reach his arms around. They 
stepped into the sunlight of a perfect day. Dense bamboo thickets clustered 
nearby. Bright red orange blossoms with banana-shaped petals hung from tall 
coral tree 
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branches. A few of the ripe jackfruits lying on the ground smelled of rotting 
onions, but even this did not mar the effect of the gorgeous scenery before them. 

Erec and Bethany walked in awe, the Hermit trailing behind them. Narrow 
streams trickling through the mountains dropped off breathtaking waterfalls. Yet 
Erec was soon thinking about his quest. "'Get behind and set it free.’ What could 
that mean? I'm guessing something is stuck under a big rock. I need to get 
behind the rock and push it out of the way to set the thing free." 

"I don't know," Bethany said. "I was thinking you would have to get behind 
someone's idea. You know, support them. And with you backing them, you can 
set their idea free." 

"Baskania seemed to think that Balor had to get behind me or get behind in 
the search." Erec tripped over a heavy jackfruit. "That couldn't be it, could it? I 
don't want to go find Balor and get behind him." 

"I doubt Balor has anything to do with it," Bethany said. "Or the Fates 
wouldn't have made it so he doesn't even know where we are." 

Erec agreed. "Maybe a big animal is stuck somewhere. If I get behind it I can 
find a way to set it free." He felt better about the quest now. The Hermit had 
taken him to the right place at least. Setting something free didn't sound nearly 
as bad as the battle in Otherness that had been his second quest. 

Around a corner, a small village was nestled in the mountain. People worked 
on terraced fields cut into the hillside. The Hermit said that they were paddies, 
where farmers grew rice. 

Bethany began to skip down the path, and Erec sped up to join her. It was 
exciting to be with her here in Asia, whether it was Otherness or Upper Earth. 


The people in the rice paddies looked human from a distance, but when Erec got 
closer he saw most of them had four or more arms. Several had extra legs as 
well. He counted sixteen arms and four legs on one of the men. 
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"Look," Bethany whispered. "They move so gracefully, like they're gliding." 

Both the men and women had straight, long, black hair, but the women had 
pinned their hair up with lotus blossoms. A few of them appeared male in half of 
their bodies and female in the other half. Some had third eyes on their foreheads. 
Odd as they looked, they were beautiful and mesmerizing. 

"What are they?" Erec asked. 

"They have no name," the Hermit said. "Or they go by many names. They are 
very powerful. They once mingled with people, long ago, but now they choose 
to live in Otherness." 

Erec could have watched them work all day, but the Hermit urged them along. 
"There is a human who lives here. He might be able to help you with your 
quest." 

They walked up a dirt path into the village. A few of the elegant, many-limbed 
beings drifted in and out of the buildings and down the streets, but none of them 
paid attention to Erec and Bethany. Their houses looked welcoming, full of soft 
fabrics and vibrant colors. 

A ranch house, much plainer than the rest, stood on the edge of town. A 
chubby man sat on the front stoop gazing at the mountains. He had only two 
arms and two legs, and definitely did not look as graceful as the others in the 
village. Scraggly gray hair fell on the sides of his face, circling his mostly bald 
head. 

"T'll be watching,” the Hermit said. But when Erec turned around, he was 
gone. 

When the kids approached, a delighted smile lit the man's face. He wore a 
dark brown sackcloth tied around his waist with a rope, similar to Swami 
Parvananda's garb. His skin was far lighter, though, and covered with warts. 
When Erec got closer, he could see that the man had a glass eye, like Erec once 
had. It looked cloudy and old, though, like it needed changing. 
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"What brings you kids round here?" His voice sounded so goofy it made Erec 
wonder if he was crazy. But his one eye twinkled, and he seemed nice enough. 
"You just here to visit? Or are youse on the run?" 

Erec wondered if he should tell him about his quest but decided to find out 
more first. "Just visiting,” he said. "What's your name?" 

"Call me Artie," the man said, his voice bouncing all over the place. "I just 


likes to live here with these nice people in Otherness. They's so pretty. Youse 
pretty too," he said, pointing at Bethany. "Not youse so much." He pointed at 
Erec. "Youse okay, but youse ain't pretty." 

"Uh, thanks," Erec said. "So, anything interesting going on around here?" 

"Oh," Artie's lips formed a small O. "Everything heres is interesting. It's really 
pretty here. Kinda like youse." He pointed at Bethany again, and her face turned 
pink. "Youse can make yourself at home here." He smiled. "Just wander 
yerselves around my place if ya wants. But if ya do, watch out fer me behind." 
He cackled. "It bites!" When Artie said it, it sounded like "bee-hind." 

Erec and Bethany sent each other stunned looks. 

Then Artie began cackling. "My behind is gonna get you. It's gonna bite you." 

Bethany took a step back. 

A serious look came over Artie's face. "My behind is a bee-utiful bee-hind, 
and nobody can touch it but me." 

Erec looked back, hoping to see the Hermit somewhere. If he had ever thought 
the Hermit was crazy, he seemed totally normal after meeting Artie. Could the 
Hermit have brought them here for a joke? Erec wouldn't put it past him. 

But Artie still seemed preoccupied with his bottom. "Where is it?" he asked, 
looking around. "Where did my behind go?" 
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"Uuh..." Erec pointed. "Aren't you sitting on it?" 

"I am?" Artie jumped up, his dark robe wobbling with his fat belly. He turned 
around and looked at the step where he had been sitting, then he laughed. "I'm 
not sitting on anything!" 

Yeah, not anymore, Erec thought. This guy was something else. 

"What, youse wanna see my bee-hind? Is that it? Youse wanna see it? Pet it or 
something?" 

Erec stepped back, horrified. "No!" 

"That's good." Artie nodded. "Cuz nobody is allowed to pet it but me. But I'll 
show it to you. Come here. I'll show you my hinds quarters." 

Erec started walking away, but Bethany stopped him, a funny look in her eye. 
"What was your quest, Erec?" 

"Get behind..." Erec stopped, struck by the same thought she'd had. "No way." 
He shook his head. 

"Didn't the Hermit bring you right here?" she asked. "How many times has 
Artie said 'behind'? That's the exact word from your quest." 

"The Hermit brought us right here. If you want to go take a look at old Artie's 
warty bottom, go help yourself. But leave me out of it." 

"Erec." Bethany's voice dropped a few pitches lower. "You are here on a 


quest. Get in there and get behind Artie's behind. Maybe something is stuck in 
it." 

Erec felt so disgusted he almost gagged. What kind of a quest was this 
anyway? 

He took a step toward Artie, who looked jolly as ever. If this was not really his 
quest, the Hermit was going to pay, big-time. 

"Come on." Artie walked around his house toward the back. What, he couldn't 
show Erec his nasty tush right here? This was worse than Erec had thought. 

Erec swung around to Bethany. "You are coming with me. If you are helping 
me on this quest, you come along. Understood?" 
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A nauseated look swept over her face. "Fine. Ugh." 

The two of them followed Artie into his backyard. He walked up to a small 
barn and waved the kids inside. 

Erec stopped. "No, I don't think I'm going in there," he said. "You can show us 
your behind out here, if you have to. Only if it's really important." 

Artie looked crestfallen. "You'll want to see my bee-hind, really. She's a 
beautiful one." Bethany gave Erec a stern look, prompting him to stop arguing. 
"But she's in there," Artie added. 

Bethany and Erec looked at each other, confused. They hesitated at the door, 
then plunged in. 

Artie waved them over. In a pen stood a small red deer. Swarming around it 
were masses of honeybees. The deer did not seem to mind the bees at all. In fact, 
it looked completely comfortable surrounded by them. The bees were not 
attacking it in any way. A few buzzed away and some new ones flew in from 
outside as they watched. 

Bethany's eyes were wide. "Erec. It's a bee-hind. A hind is a deer." 

Then the answer clicked in Erec's head. Get behind and set it free. Could that 
mean this bee-hind? He tried to remember how it was spelled on the quest paper, 
then he realized that he hadn't actually seen it written. The Fates would have 
spelled it the normal way, to fool Baskania. They had said "bee-hind" in the 
same way Artie did. Maybe this was the thing he had to set free. 

He opened the latch on its pen and swung the door open, but the hind did not 
run out. In front of Artie's stunned face, Erec reached in to grab it and run. The 
bee-hind bit his hand, hard. And a few bees stung him too. 

Artie shook his head. "I told yas. Youse can't pet it. Only I can pet my bee- 
hind. I told youse it would bite you. Come on, let's fix that cut." 
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As Artie cleaned the gashes in Erec's hand and put a bandage on him, he said, 


"My bee-hind and me is best friends. I protect her and she protects me. We is 
really good together." 

"How long have you lived here?" Bethany asked. 

"As long as I can remember." Artie settled into a chair. "My son, Kyron, lives 
here too. He's a trapper and a dragon slayer. He'll be back tonight, if you want to 
meet him." 

A dragon slayer? That didn't appeal to Erec at all. "Well, maybe we'll just find 
somewhere else to stay." 

"I wouldn't advise that," Artie said. "You don't want to go talk to those other 
people, you know, thems ones with all the arms and legs. They's nice if you don't 
bother 'em. But youse don't want to bother 'em." 

After being bitten by Artie's bee-hind, Erec believed Artie's warnings. "Is 
there anywhere else to sleep out there?" 

Artie shook his head. "I wouldn't do that. There's a terrible beast that comes 
out at nights. It's a manticore. I wouldn't want to be out there alone. Our house is 
protected by my bee-hind." 

Erec still couldn't stop thinking of the other meaning of the word behind and it 
started to make him laugh. Bethany was fighting back the giggles as well, but 
when they looked at each other, both of them burst into a fit of laughter. 

"What's so funny, youse?" Artie asked. 

But they couldn't tell him. "We better stay here with you, then." Erec coughed 
his chuckles away. "Thanks, Artie." 

"I wish I knew where the Hermit was." Erec munched a slice of pepperoni 
pizza. "Maybe he could make sense of things." 

Bethany ate an egg sandwich with ketchup, hot off the Serving Tray. "He's 
never around during your quests, though, so I guess that means this is probably 
your quest. To set that bee-hind free." 
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Erec ordered up a cloud cream sundae. "Yeah, the only problem is, it doesn't 
want to go free. It's Artie's best friend. You heard him." 

Bethany agreed. "And, the hind is protecting Artie and his son from that 
dangerous manticore thing that lives here." 

"I guess Baskania has no clue what the bee-hind is," Erec said. "Good thing 
the Hermit knew about it." 

"He got it right away. I guess that's why he and the Fates were laughing so 
hard. They knew what it would sound like." Bethany smiled at the memory. 

"I still don't get why I have to set it free, though, if it doesn't want to go 
anywhere." 

Bethany popped a chocolate truffle into her mouth. "Maybe Artie's son, 


Kyron, will help us understand.” 

A rock in front of Erec's feet started growing larger before him, swirls of green 
and yellow spinning through it. "Look," he said, edging away from it. But when 
two tiny eyes popped out and looked up at him on long stalks, he immediately 
knew what it was. His name was written on the side of the snail's shell. 
"Someone sent me snail mail. I wonder if it's Tina." He picked up the creature 
and slid a piece of paper out. 

But the letter wasn't pink or frilly, scented or covered with hearts. No, not 
from Tina, he decided. He opened it up. 

Hey Erec, 

You probably hate me now. I can't say I blame you, I'd hate me too. But I 
really didn't do anything. I hope you believe me. I would never betray you like 
that. 

I just want you to know that I'm going into hiding so nobody can use me to 
track you down. I guess if Rosco can read my mind he'll know where I am. But I 
won't try to come after you again. It's my fault that Baskania found you at the 
Oracle. I know that now. 
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I've decided that I have a quest too. I'm going to find Rosco, and when he's not 
expecting it I'm going to pay him back for everything he's done to me, including 
killing my father. I can't even live a normal life now because of him. I know it 
will be hard to do because he can read my thoughts. So I'm still working it all 
out. 

I hope you can write me back, but I understand if you can't trust me. If you do 
write, please don't say where you are or tell me anything you don't want Rosco 
and Baskania to know. 

Your friend (believe it or not), 

Oscar 

Erec's heart sank. Poor Oscar. He could not imagine how terrible he must feel. 

Bethany said, "Let's write him back. We have to tell him to stop planning his 
revenge on Rosco. He's just going to get hurt. He should move on and try to 
forget about it." 

"Move on?" Erec asked. "How can he move on? He's living in hiding now. His 
dad is dead. I'd feel the same way if I were him." 

"Erec! Things won't get any better for Oscar if he goes on some manhunt for 
Rosco. It's just dumb." 

"I don't know," Erec said. "Maybe they would get better for him. If he got 
Rosco off his back he'd at least have a life again. He wouldn't be connected to 
Baskania, have someone reading his mind all the time." 


"Got Rosco off his back?" Bethany crossed her arms. "How would that ever 
happen? He'd have to kill him, probably. You think that is okay?" 

"Rosco killing Oscar's dad was not okay," Erec said. "Rosco ruining Oscar's 
life, tying him to Baskania, and trying to get us killed was not okay. Oscar is just 
trying to get free from this prison he's in. I hope he doesn't have to kill Rosco to 
do that." 
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"You hope?" Bethany shook her head. "This whole thing is ridiculous. Oscar 
can't get caught up in this. It will ruin his life." 

"That's already happened. What does he have now? What's left of his life?" 

"Just because he can't be friends with us anymore doesn't mean he has no 
life," Bethany said. "He can go do anything else." 

"And know that whatever it is, the man who killed his father will know where 
he is going and what he is thinking at all times. And anything he does might help 
Baskania, who wants to destroy life as we know it." 

They walked on rocks by the stream until they both felt better. "Are you going 
to write him back?" Bethany asked. 

"I don't know," Erec said. "I need to find out if the snails are traceable. If 
Oscar gets one from us, Rosco will know it. He'll take the snail from Oscar in a 
second and figure out where we sent it from." He thought about it. "I wish I 
could write him back, but I can't take that risk. What if Baskania showed up here 
in a few minutes? That's the way it happens." 

"It just seems so mean not to answer him." Bethany's back straightened. "I 
have an idea! We can get in the Port-O-Door and send his snail from somewhere 
else! That'll throw them off track." 

"Awesome!" Erec grinned. "I know the perfect place to send Balor and 
Baskania next." 

They found some paper in Artie's house, and Erec wrote: 

Dear Oscar, 

I want you to know you are still my friend, even though I can't talk to you. I 
don't blame you for how you feel about Rosco, but Bethany made me promise to 
say that you should forget about him and move on. Whatever you do, we are both 
behind you. 

I think we are making progress with our third quest. I can't tell you 162about 
it in detail, but it is very dangerous. Let's just say we have to go inside 
somewhere and spend the night next to a terrible creature, and hope it gives us 
something after. 

Let us know how things are going, and say hi to Jack for us. 

Your friend, 


Erec (and Bethany) 

They walked down the hillside to the jackfruit tree where the Hermit had put 
the Port-O-Door, but they could not find it there. 

"Looking for something?" a familiar voice asked. They glanced up to see the 
Hermit in the tree, swinging his feet and munching jackfruit. 

"Hey," Erec called to him. "We need the Port-O-Door to send Oscar a snail 
mail back." 

The Hermit swung down from the branch and held out his hand like a butler. 
"Hermit delivery, at your service. I'll take it in the Port-O-Door and send the 
snail from wherever you want. I moved it a few trees down." 

Erec gave him the snail with the letter to Oscar. "Can you send this from the 
dragon reserve in Nemea? Maybe drop it in front of a dragon's cave?" 

"With pleasure." The Hermit bowed. 

"Hermit," Erec asked, "is snail mail traceable?" 

"Completely." The Hermit grinned and disappeared. 
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CHAPTER TWELVE The Manticore 


AS THE SUN set over the purple-shadowed mountains, a trumpetlike howl 
blasted through the still air. Artie rushed out to find them. 

"Youse best get inside my house, lest you want to be eaten," he explained. 
"That noise is the manticore. It'll shred youse to pieces." 

They followed him in. "What's the manticore like?" Bethany asked. 
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"Terrible creature," Artie said. "It's a huge golden lion. But its tail is spiny and 
spiked, and its face looks almost human--except for its rows of sharp teeth it has, 
alls ready to eat yas up. Related to the sphinx, it is. It would shred yas as soon as 
look at yas." 

Erec did not know a sphinx was a real creature, but after all he'd seen, it didn't 
surprise him. Artie went into the kitchen to fix dinner. Before long the door flew 
open and a young man walked inside. Kyron, Artie's son, stood over six foot 
three. His soft blue eyes and kind smile radiated through the room. He smoothed 
back his dark hair, regarding Bethany and Erec with wide eyes. "Visitors? And 
what brings you here?" 

Erec was surprised. He had expected Kyron to be short and jolly like Artie, if 
not bald and goofy. But Kyron sounded as sharp as he looked. 

"We're just...wandering in Otherness," Erec explained. 

Kyron unstrapped his leather belt, and Erec saw a silver knife hanging in a 
holster. "Odd place to be wandering." He stared at Erec, waiting for a better 


explanation. 

Erec could not think of one. Saying something like, "I'm here to set free your 
father's best friend, the bee-hind that's protecting the two of you," just didn't 
seem like a good idea. He looked at Bethany. 

As usual, she came up with an excuse. "We're kind of hiding," she said. 
"There's a really nasty guy that's been looking for us. He almost caught us, but 
we escaped into a well. We have Instagills." She pointed at her hand. 

Erec flashed her a thank-you glance, and Kyron walked over to inspect their 
Instagills. "Those are awesome," he said. "Who were you running from?" 

"Some jerk called Baskania," Erec said. There didn't seem to be a reason not 
to tell the truth. Kyron had probably never heard of him anyway. 
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But Kyron's face grew solemn. "Thanatos Baskania?" he asked angrily. 

Bethany and Erec traded looks. What was going on? 

Kyron explained. "Baskania ruined our lives. He's the reason we've been 
hiding out here since I was a kid." He sat down and leaned back into the couch. 
"He pretty much destroyed us. So I know what you're going through." 

Bethany and Erec sat near Kyron. "What happened?" Bethany asked. 

Kyron's fists clenched. "My father used to work for Baskania, a long time ago. 
I know it probably sounds bad to you, since you know what Baskania's like. But 
he had my dad fooled. Had a lot of people fooled--still does, I bet. But when my 
dad saw for himself what was going on, he decided to quit." 

Erec immediately thought of Artie's glass eye. Well, that explained that. He 
had probably given an eye to Baskania. But Artie didn't seem like the evil- 
henchman type. Specifically, he didn't seem bright enough. 

Kyron continued, "So one day, about ten years ago, Baskania called on my 
dad to lure Balthazar Ugry away from the Castle Alypium. Baskania said he had 
a surprise for Ugry. My father, you wouldn't know it now, but he was super 
smart. He could figure things out real fast. And it wasn't easy to devise a plan to 
get Ugry to leave the castle, either. Ugry was one of the AdviSeers for King 
Piter, and he watched the castle like a hawk." 

Erec nodded, not inclined to talk about his own experience with Balthazar 
Ugry quite yet. 

"So my dad came up with this elaborate plan to lure Ugry out of the castle," 
Kyron said. "And it worked, of course. But then--" He flung a hand in the air, 
burning at the memory. "He found out what Baskania's plan really was. He 
wanted to get Ugry out of the way so 

166 

he could kill the royal triplets and the queen. I mean, Baskania didn't come 


right out and say it. But my dad was smart, like I said. And," he lowered his 
voice, even though his father was not in the room, "he never forgave himself for 
it. For what happened to Ugry. And for what happened to everyone at the castle, 
too." 

Artie walked in, whistling. "Dinner's ready, youse peoples! Come and eat it 
gone!" 

Erec and Bethany pretended to eat the leathery meat in front of them, all the 
while thinking of what they could be ordering up from their Serving Tray. Erec 
felt bad for Kyron and Artie, stuck out here, hunted by Baskania. It didn't seem 
right not to share with them. He said, "You know, we have something that makes 
food for us. Would you like to see it?" 

He took out the Serving Tray, and for the next hour the four of them dreamed 
up wild and delicious things to eat. Finally, after Erec finished a pancake filled 
with chocolate honey drops and topped with cinnamon cloud cream, chocolate 
sauce, honeycomb sprinkles, and spun-sugar birds, watermelon ice rimming the 
edge of his plate, he noticed everyone was looking a little sick. 

"I think I overdid it," Bethany said, holding her stomach. Plates of half-eaten 
spaghetti, omelets, and desserts were spread around her. 

While Artie was cleaning up, Erec asked Kyron to sit with them. A fire danced 
in the fireplace nearby. "You said your dad used to be really smart," Erec said. 
"What happened...I mean, what were you talking about?" 

Kyron tensed up. "He was a genius. He was the only man to ever get an eye 
back from Baskania. Ever." 

Erec was impressed. Kyron pointed up at a jar on the mantel with a round 
object floating inside. "Still has it." 

Erec saw Bethany cringe. It didn't bother him, though. He'd had enough 
experience with eyes in jars that it seemed perfectly normal. 
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Kyron said, "And nobody quits working for Baskania, either, and lives to tell 
about it. Dad wanted his eye back, and he got it. Tricked Baskania completely. 
Made him think he was making some improvement to it and would give it back 
to him. But once he got his eye back, we escaped Alypium. Dad thought we 
were home free...."" He paused. Erec and Bethany waited. "Well, Baskania was 
furious. He set this manticore on us. It's like a lion monster. It always knows 
where we are, and it comes out every night. Howls like a trumpet. Don't know if 
you've heard it." 

Both Erec and Bethany nodded to show they had. 

"Dad knew the one thing that would ward off a manticore is a special kind of 
deer that's like the king of the bees. Called a bee-hind. There's only one in the 


world, and it was hard to find. We spent every day searching for it, on the run, 
and every night fighting off the manticore. I can't count the number of times we 
nearly died." He chuckled, picking up his silver blade. "At least I got good with 
a knife. Works well for me now." 

A shiver ran through Erec when he remembered that Kyron was a trapper and 
dragon slayer. 

"So we finally found the bee-hind, and we settled out here, in the wilds of 
Otherness. It was hard to find the right spot. Dad knew the manticore would 
follow us, and it would hunt whoever else was around if it couldn't get him. He 
didn't want to move to a place where it would hurt his new neighbors. So this 
area was perfect. The folks that live around here, the ones with all the arms and 
legs, aren't bothered by a manticore, that's for sure. They're amazing." 

"They looked amazing," Bethany agreed. "I couldn't believe how beautiful and 
elegant they all were." 

Kyron nodded. "Just don't talk to them, though. If you bother them, you're 
toast. But they're good neighbors. Stay out of our business. And the manticore is 
no match for them. So this worked 
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out well." He hesitated. "Except for what happened to Dad. I guess Baskania 
must have known his manticore didn't find its prey. So he sent something else 
my dad's way." 

Kyron scowled as he went on. "It was a death spell, and it had his name 
written on it, by magic, so it couldn't miss. But my dad was so smart he still 
managed to live. He dodged it first, then he grabbed a glass dish and held it in 
front of him. The spell still went through it and got him, but its magic was 
weakened by the glass. Dad got sick, really sick, but I nursed him back to health. 
He never was the same, though, after that." 

They fell silent, listening to the crackling fire. It didn't seem fair, Erec thought. 
Artie had fought against Baskania when he found out what he was doing. He 
was smart and cared about others enough to find a spot out here where the 
manticore wouldn't hurt anyone else. And now Erec was supposed to take his 
bee-hind away? And let the manticore kill him? Well, he just wouldn't do it. That 
was that. 

That night, Erec awoke to the sound of a loud trumpet. When it blared again, 
though, he could hear a whining gurgle at the end of its blast. It was the howl of 
the manticore, and it sounded close. He sat up in the sleeping bag Kyron had 
given him and walked to the window of Kyron's room. 

The awful beast was pacing back and forth outside. It was built like a large 
lion, except for its odd, spiky tail. Its face, however, sent chills through him. 


Within its mane was a cross between the face of a lion and that of a brutish giant. 
Its big, wide forehead hung over its deep-set feline eyes. The most human 
feature was its broad, upturned nose, and under that was a wide red-lipped 
mouth set with rows and rows of sharp, pointy teeth. 

It stopped pacing and turned to stare at Erec. Chills flooded 

169 

down his back as the beast's bloodthirsty eyes bored into him. Its brow 
lowered, and then it blasted another trumpetlike howl. 

Kyron sat up in his bed and glanced around. When he saw Erec, he sprang to 
his feet, then caught his breath. "Ugh, you scared me. Not used to seeing anyone 
in here." 

"Did you hear that thing howl?" Erec asked. 

Kyron rubbed his eyes, yawning. "I hear it howl every night of my life. I can 
usually sleep through it now, but it took a long time after we got the bee-hind 
before I learned to relax enough. Before that we just slept during the day, when 
we could, and fought and hid all night." 

"How could that cute little deer keep the manticore away?" Erec asked. 

"Just watch," Kyron said. "It still tries to attack us at least once every night. 
Sounds like it's riled up enough now that this will be it. Did it see you?" 

Erec nodded, peeking out the window. The manticore was pawing the ground 
and hunching its back. It bared its teeth at Erec, scratching long claws in the air 
toward him. Then it reared up and charged. 

There was no way Kyron's thin bedroom window could keep the manticore 
out. As it sprang toward him, Erec cowered and ducked back. But right as the 
creature was in midair, claws forward and jaws wide, it seemed to hit something. 
Its paws twisted over each other and its legs shot up, almost like it was caught in 
an invisible net. 

The bee-hind casually strolled toward the beast. Erec thought the manticore 
would gobble it up, but instead it pulled away from the little hind as if deathly 
afraid. Then, while the manticore was still tangled in the air, a mass of bees 
swarmed from the cloud around the deer and attacked it, stinging with abandon. 
The creature howled a few more trumpet notes until it finally slid to the ground 
and slunk away. 
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"So that happens every night?" Erec asked, astonished. 

Kyron nodded, falling back to sleep. But it took Erec a while to calm down 
after what he'd seen. There was no way he was going to take their bee-hind away 
from them. 

The next morning Erec and Bethany sat overlooking the rice terraces. 


Watching the beautiful many-armed people working there was mesmerizing. 

"I hope they don't mind us staring," Bethany said. "I wouldn't want to find out 
the hard way." 

"I think it's okay. We're pretty far away from them." 

"Are you thinking what I am about the bee-hind?" Bethany asked. 

"Probably," Erec said. "That taking it away from Artie would be a crime?" 

Bethany leaned back on her hands. "Yeah, that too. But I was also thinking 
about the missing bees. You know, like King Piter was talking about. Do you 
think the bee-hind might have something to do with that?" 

The idea hit Erec like a spear. He felt his heart sinking, because he had the 
terrible feeling that she was right. 

Erec walked by the bee-hind's stall a few times. The little deer gazed up at him 
with big black eyes through the crowd of bees swarming around it. 

He thought he had made the decision to let Artie keep the hind, but if this was 
really the reason that the Substance was messed up all over the world, then he 
had to do something. But how could he do that to Artie? 

Maybe if he just made a small attempt, then he could walk away and say that 
he tried. It was his quest, anyway. So he opened the stall 
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door. As he suspected, the hind had no interest in going anywhere. When he 
started to reach in, it almost bit him before he yanked his hand away. And then 
he felt guilty for even trying to set it free, knowing what it meant to Artie and 
Kyron. 

But what if it meant more to the rest of the world? The realization was settling 
upon him that it just might. The bees of the world were disappearing. What if the 
captive bee-hind was causing the problem? 

He tried to think about something else. Maybe he should use his dragon eyes 
to see into the future. At least he might figure out how to keep the Castle 
Alypium from exploding. 

He sat on a patch of soft grass under a teak tree and relaxed. Soon he was 
entering the small room in his mind, shrouded in darkness. Then the smaller 
room within, and finally the smallest room, deep inside. There was the box, and 
the shaded windows. 

Erec ran his hand over the warm box. If only he could figure out its secrets. 
He steadied himself, then opened the shades and looked out into his future. 

Fear coursed through him again, along with the overwhelming surges of 
power he had felt before. Screams of panic filled the air. Loud cracks echoed 
from chunks of building splitting apart. People were running in every direction. 
Erec turned his eyes all around, trying to catch a clue he might have missed, but 


nothing stood out. Frustrated, he decided to get closer to the windows. Maybe he 
could see more that way. 

But when he took a step forward, the scene from the windows changed. It 
moved forward as well. This was something new. Erec realized that if he stepped 
to the right or left, the image he saw shifted to the right or left as well. Soon Erec 
was walking all around the small room, turning his eyes left and right. He found 
he could walk clear around the exploding castle. 
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The noise was nearly deafening. Shattered window glass and crystal from 
chandeliers sprayed through the air. Plush furniture fragments jutted from under 
piles of stone. He strode farther, noticing that the dark room he walked in 
changed shape so that he didn't run into a wall. Around a corner he saw the six 
huge stone statues of monsters standing in front of the castle. He had never paid 
much attention to them before, but now he noticed that one of them was a 
Cyclops. Cracks raced through the stone statues like hot rod spider webs, making 
the stone unstable. The statues began to move as if they had come to life, but 
they were falling apart. 

Then Erec heard a familiar voice. He turned to see Balor Stain, holding a 
bronze whistle on a chain around his neck. Balor's eyes were wild with glee. 
"Check it out,” he said, smirking. 

Behind him stood Damon Stain, goofy gray stocking cap covering his bone 
head, and white, fleecy Dollick Stain. Seeing the three poorly made clones of 
Baskania made Erec shudder. So they were the ones behind this? Of course. 
Their gleeful expressions gave him no doubt. But why was Balor holding that 
whistle? Had he used it somehow to help him destroy the castle? 

Balor liked to blow things up. He had nearly killed Bethany and a few other 
kids when he exploded the Under Mine during King Pluto's contest last summer. 
And he had a reason for wanting to blow up the castle, too. He hated King Piter, 
and he wanted to clear the way for him and his brothers to be kings. 

Erec seethed with anger. He had to stop Balor. Who knew how many people 
would be hurt or killed otherwise? If only he had a way to see further back with 
his dragon eyes. If he could follow Balor back in time, before the castle 
exploded, he could figure out how to stop him. 

When Erec opened his eyes to the bright daylight, he was exhausted. Bethany 
was doing math calculations nearby for relaxation, and he 
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was too tired to even call out to her. But while he rested, an idea perched in 
his mind, lightly at first, then soon digging its claws in. He knew a way he could 
find out more about the bee-hind. 


He dragged himself up and walked back to the stables. The bee-hind looked 
up at him innocently. Even though the bees were not bothering Erec, their loud 
buzzing and swarming made him antsy. 

Erec wanted to view the bee-hind through his dragon eyes. Maybe that would 
give him a clue, especially since the hind might be connected to a problem with 
the Substance. He knew two ways to bring his dragon eyes out, but going into 
the dark room in his mind would only show him the future. So he used the other 
method, the same way he made them come out for the dragon call. 

Erec focused on the love inside of him. His love for the world, his friends, his 
family, Aoquesth, and even himself. As he closed his eyes and concentrated, his 
eyes turned around in his head. He had gotten much better at controlling them. 

But something was wrong. He could not see anything at all through his dragon 
eyes. Everything was white. As he stared harder, he saw it was a kind of lumpy 
white, with shaded bits here and there. But the hind and the barn were nowhere 
in sight. Erec could not even see himself. 

He relaxed, and when his regular eyes came back out, everything looked 
normal again. But it didn't make sense. What was wrong with him? Had his 
dragon eyes lost their vision? 

Bethany was lying on her stomach under a tree munching a peach, still doing 
math problems. She looked perfectly content. Erec plopped down by her side. "I 
can't see with my dragon eyes anymore." He told her what had happened. 

"Why don't you try it again, out here?" she suggested. 

That seemed like a good idea. Erec concentrated again and felt his eyes 
moving in his head. When he opened them this time, the air 
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was full of huge chunks of white. He could see only bits of Bethany, bits of 
the sky and the trees around him. When he turned away from the house and the 
barn, he could see more. 

He realized he was looking at the Substance. There was more of it than he had 
ever seen, jutting in huge columns and trunks like a giant maze in the air. He 
turned back toward the barn, and everything around it was white. 

Erec broke his focus and let his eyes drift back to normal. "Bethany," he said. 
"This isn't good. That bee-hind is messing with the Substance like crazy. A ton 
of it is collecting around the hind. I think the reason I couldn't see in there is 
because the barn is totally stuffed with it." 

He thought the problem through more. "I'll bet that's what the bee-hind uses to 
trap the manticore. He must be catching it in a net of Substance." He could also 
see why his quest was to free that thing. "Maybe this is the reason the bees are 
vanishing, and why bees are attracted to the hind. Maybe this is why Upper 


Earth is going to lose its Substance and die." 

Bethany's eyes widened. "Do you think this is the whole problem with the 
Substance that King Piter has been trying to solve? Why the Substance is upset, 
why we all feel the sadness when we first go into the Kingdoms of the Keepers? 
It's all getting messed up by the bee-hind being here?" 

Erec bit his lip. The idea was too immense to think about. 

Erec and Bethany were tasting as many pie slices as they could dream up from 
the Serving Tray while they watched the many-armed people in the rice paddies. 
From their movements, it looked like farming was an art form for them, more 
than work. 

"I don't think I can do it," Erec said, falling onto his back on the grass. "I can't 
do this to Artie and Kyron." 
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"I know," Bethany said softly, looking down at him. "I don't think you have 
much choice, though. What will happen to Upper Earth if that bee-hind stays 
chained up here?" 

"It's not exactly chained up," he said. "It got out really easily last night when 
the manticore came by the house." Erec felt his stomach churn when he thought 
of the rows of teeth that creature had. "The bee-hind is already free to go. That's 
the thing. It wants to stay here. I don't know how I could make it leave, anyway." 

"Maybe if you found out what Artie did to catch it?" 

Erec closed his eyes. "Maybe. But I don't want to know. Even if I found out, I 
couldn't do it. I can't let Artie and Kyron get eaten by that manticore. Or have to 
stay up, running and fighting it, every night of their life." He sighed. "I bet old 
Artie couldn't even fight it off anymore, after that spell Baskania knocked him 
out with. The bee-hind is the only thing that can help them." He squinted at her. 
"You didn't see that manticore." 

Bethany plopped on her back next to him. "I know. It's just...there is the rest of 
the whole world to think of too, you know." 

Erec knew, but he did not want to think about it. 

That night, Kyron returned with a wild boar slung over his shoulder. They ate 
from the Serving Tray, which let Kyron save the boar for trade when he went 
across the boundary into the Upper Earth city of Chiang Mai, Thailand. While 
Artie was cleaning up, Erec and Bethany sat with Kyron in front of the fire. 

"How old were you when you moved here?" Bethany asked. 

"I was nine." Kyron stared into the dancing flames. 

Erec felt awful thinking of Kyron as a little boy, spending every night fighting 
off a terrible monster. Now Erec was supposed to make that happen again, for 
the rest of Kyron's life? He wanted to ask about Kyron's mother, but he had a bad 


feeling she might have 
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been lost to the manticore, and he couldn't take finding that out. 

So he tried to change the subject. "I hear you hunt dragons. Why do you do 
that? They're such beautiful creatures." 

Kyron shrugged. "Everything's beautiful. They come in at a great price." 

Erec didn't understand. "But they're smart, too. You shouldn't kill them--" 

Bethany shot Erec a look and steered the subject right back again. "So how 
did your dad figure out that the bee-hind could help him?" she asked. 

"He was really smart," Kyron said. "He knew a lot about animals." 

Artie had walked into the room and was bouncing on his toes with a grin. 
"Yup, I knew lots and lots." 

"All right, Dad." Kyron grinned. "You're still not so bad." 

"And lots," Artie added, pointing. 

"What did he do to make the bee-hind his friend?" Bethany asked Kyron. 

Don't tell us, Erec thought. I don't want to know. 

Kyron shrugged. "I don't remember. Complicated stuff, I think." 

Artie bounced on his toes with pride. "I remember," he said. "It was easy. I 
was just the only one who could figures it out. I was so smarts. I had to tell it 
what the things were that I felt bad about. Like what I did to Balthazar Ugry." 
Tears filled his eyes thinking about it. "And what happened to the queen and her 
three babies because of what I did." He sniffed and wiped his cheeks. "So when 
you tell my bee-hind what youse feel bad about, it becomes your friend and will 
do what you want." 

Kyron put his face into his hands. "Oh, Dad! You're not supposed to tell 
anybody about that." He got up and put his arm around his father to cheer him 
up. Then he looked at Erec. "Please don't repeat 
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to anyone what you heard. If this gets out and someone takes that hind from 
us, we're dead." 

Erec's face dropped. Now he had to make an impossible decision. "Kyron, is 
there anything that can kill the manticore?" 

"Nothing," Kyron said. 

"Not even a dragon?" A ray of hope lit in Erec. He could become a dragon, at 
least partly. 

"Not even close. The manticore is a magical beast. It eats dragons all the time. 
Believe me, we've checked every option. My dad would have found something 
to kill it, if it was possible." 

A magical beast? 


A crazy idea popped into Erec's head. It wasn't perfect, he knew, but there was 
one thing he just might try. 
178 


CHAPTER THIRTEEN The Virtue of 


Caring 

TEARS DRIPPED DOWN Bethany's cheeks when they walked to the stable 
the next morning. "We can't do this to them. You heard Kyron last night. It's just 
wrong. I don't care what happens to the rest of the world." 

Erec's eyes met hers. "But you do, Bethany. Think of all the Upper Earth kids 
out there who won't survive unless we fix the Substance. And all the animals." 
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"So, what do we do then? Free the bee-hind and just take off? Leave poor 
Artie and Kyron to their fate, and try not to think what we've done to them every 
day for the rest of our lives?" 

"No," Erec said firmly. "You go ahead with the Hermit. I'm going to stay. I 
think I might be able to fix things for them." 

Bethany grabbed his shoulders. "No way, Erec. You're not dying because of 
this. You're just doing what you have to here because of your quest. Don't do 
something stupid because you feel guilty." 

He tried to ignore what she said. "I have to try something." 

"What? You heard Kyron. Manticores eat dragons. And you're not even a full- 
fledged dragon. You'd never stand a chance." 

Erec did not want to tell her his plan. He was afraid she would point out how 
crazy it was, and he didn't want to lose his nerve. So instead he approached the 
bee-hind's stall. It gazed up at him with its huge brown eyes. "Hind, I want to tell 
you some things I feel terrible about. First, I made a friend, Tina, feel really bad 
because I told her she looked ugly. I was holding the truth scroll, which made me 
tell the truth about what I thought. But I shouldn't have been thinking like that 
anyway. It was wrong, and it hurt her. 

"And also, I've been too interested in making people like me. For a moment, 
before I decided to fight for the Hydras and Valkyries in Lerna, I considered 
going over to Baskania's side because I wanted the people of Alypium to think I 
was a hero." He filled with shame when he saw Bethany looking at him. But his 
confession was too important to stop. Painful or not, this was his quest. 

"And I'm about to do something really terrible because I think I have to. I'm 
about to risk the lives of two wonderful people who have been helping me. If it 
goes wrong, which it probably will, then I'll never forgive myself." 


The hind was staring at him now. Erec opened its stall, and it 

180 

walked over to him, rubbing its head against Erec's hand. The bees swarmed 
around both of them now, but they did not harm Erec. 

Erec crouched down before he lost his nerve. "Bee-hind, I want you to go free. 
You're collecting a lot of the Substance around you. I want you to go wild again 
and spread the Substance around like it's supposed to be. Make it so all the 
honeybees come back and can live in Upper Earth again." 

The little deer rubbed its face against his hand one more time, then bounded 
out the door. Erec hung his head in shame, and Bethany sank to the floor in tears. 

"Should we tell Artie?" Bethany asked. "I think he needs to get prepared." 

Something bothered Erec. He noticed that his Amulet of Virtues looked the 
same. No new segments were glowing. Hadn't he completed his quest? Was 
releasing the bee-hind the right thing to do? He sure hoped so. 

"You go ahead and find the Hermit," Erec said. "I'll meet you back at the 
castle. I'm going to wait and talk to Kyron tonight. The least I can do is tell him 
about this face--to-face." 

Bethany stopped in her tracks. "Oh, really? And how will you get to the castle 
if I've already left with the Hermit in the Port-O-Door?" She swung around and 
gave him a hard look. "You're not planning on coming back, are you?" 

Erec said quietly, "If I find a way out of this, which I think I might, then I'll 
figure out how to get back." 

"You might never find your way back from here," she said, getting upset. 
"This is crazy. I'm waiting for you. We're going together as soon as you're 
ready." 

There was no way Erec would let Bethany risk her life alongside him in what 
he planned to do that night. It was bad enough that 
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he had put Artie's and Kyron's lives on the line. But it was obvious she would 
not leave him there willingly. At least not on purpose. He would have to trick her 
into leaving, then. 

"All right," Erec said. "You can stay. But can you do me a favor? Just find the 
Hermit and tell him that he has to take something really valuable back to King 
Piter for me." He pulled the Serving Tray out of his backpack. "Tell the Hermit I 
don't want King Piter's favorite thing to get damaged." 

Bethany eyed the tray. "I didn't know this was King Piter's. I thought Jam gave 
it to you." 

"Now you know." 

Bethany was suspicious. "What's so important about this tray, anyway? Are 


you just trying to get rid of me? I'm not leaving you out here alone to face that 
thing. If you risk your life, you're risking mine, too. So maybe you'll want to just 
rethink your plan." 

Erec smiled, then gave her a hug. He hoped it would not be his last one. "Just 
do this one thing for me. You can come back when you're done, okay?" 

She grabbed the tray and went down the dirt path to find the Hermit. Erec 
sighed with relief. The Hermit would appear when he was needed, as usual. And 
when Bethany gave him the message--to bring back King Piter's favorite thing to 
him safely--the Hermit would understand and take Bethany. 

He felt sad but resigned as he walked back to Artie's house. If only another 
segment had lit up on his amulet then he'd know he had done the right thing. But, 
as it was, at least he would defend Artie and Kyron to his death. 

Erec lay on his stomach in the hot sun, focusing on a blade of grass in the 
middle of a circle of sticks he had pounded into the ground. He had just marked 
the grass leaf with a tiny dot. He knew what he had 
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to do would not be easy. The last time he had tried this, Aoquesth had helped 
him. And it had been so hard, so overwhelming, that Erec ended up with a white 
streak in his hair from doing it. But it was the only hope he had. 

He thought awhile about Aoquesth. The dragon had given his life for him. 
Erec would have died in the battle in Lerna. So it was only right that Erec risk 
his life to make things right for Artie and Kyron. Maybe he would make it. But, 
either way, he didn't want to think about that very much. 

He focused intently on the dot on the grass blade. He brought his dragon eyes 
forward, as Aoquesth had taught him, by concentrating on love. Love for the 
world, the Substance, the bee-hind, and Bethany. Thinking about Bethany did 
the trick this time. He might never see her again. His eyes turned, and everything 
became green. Thick ropes of Substance hung in the air, but they looked normal 
now. Now that the bee-hind had left, the huge white clumps of Substance had 
dispersed. 

He kept concentrating on the dot. He had to really see it. He had to know, 
personally, every thread of Substance in and around that spot. 

At first nothing happened. He stared harder, squinting. It still just looked like a 
dot. How had he done it before? He tried to remember. 

Then he could hear Aoquesth's voice, as if he were standing right next to him. 
"Love, Erec." That was all it took. Through his dragon eyes he poured out every 
drop of love that made up his life. He knew it might be over soon too, which 
made it all the more powerful. 

And what he saw, what the Substance did for him, was unspeakably beautiful. 


It showed itself, unfolded, blossomed so that every hidden fragment within that 
spot became its own artwork, its own poem. This time Erec could see why the 
Substance carried magic. It was because 
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the Substance was magic. And it was love. Love, magic, and life wove 
together interchangeably into this one tiny spot before his eyes. Layers upon 
layers of magic unfolded before him until he was overwhelmed by the infinity 
present within each tiny space in the world. 

He knew what he had to do. He asked the Substance to change for him. To 
separate, to make a hole. Tear itself for him so that he could try to save two 
people he cared about. So that he could right his wrong. He knew it was not as 
good a reason as the last time he had asked the Substance to do this. That time he 
had been saving the last baby dragons in the world from Baskania. Now he was 
saving two friends. 

But he asked with every ounce of his heart. And he could feel it say yes. 

He pushed with his vision, moving threads, clearing space. Every white bead 
of Substance had to be moved away from the center of the dot. Then the gap 
needed to be bigger. Much bigger. 

Erec had no idea how much time went by. But while he was changing the 
Substance, making a rift in it, he saw and felt each of the fragments that hung 
before him. And he heard them cry when the rip was made. 

Every time he did something to help, it seemed another thing got hurt. 

Finally, he collapsed on the ground, finished. He made a note where the tear in 
the Substance was, and then blackness overcame him. 

It was getting dark when Kyron shook him on the shoulder. "Are you crazy, 
sleeping out here? It'll be dark soon. You better get inside before the manticore 
comes." 

Erec staggered to his feet. He followed Kyron in, dreading what he would 
have to tell him. 

But he was stunned to find Bethany sitting on the couch, a 
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solemn look on her face. "What are you doing here?" Anger surged through 
him. "Didn't the Hermit take you away?" 

Bethany crossed her arms. "I'm not stupid, Erec. I understood that coded 
message you wanted me to send to the Hermit. So I didn't even try to find him. I 
said I'd be here with you, so here I am." 

Erec paced, furious that despite his plans she was now in danger. "But it 
doesn't help--you being here," he spat out. "It makes it worse. Just...go. Run." 

Kyron thought that was curious advice. "I don't know what's going on with 


you two, but she better not run anywhere now. It's getting dark out." 

Erec picked up a pillow and threw it at her. "Great. Now you'll probably die 
too. That really makes things better." 

Bethany hugged her arms, managing to look both scared and rejected. "I'm 
supposed to help you with your quest. Whatever happens. You might need me." 

It didn't make sense to argue now. They were running out of time. Erec turned 
to Kyron. "Listen, your bee-hind is gone. The manticore is going to burst in here 
tonight. But I have a plan--" 

"What?" Kyron ran out the door, then reappeared in a minute, frantic. "Where 
is it? What did you do with it?" He clenched his fists, panicked. 

"I had to let it go." At that moment Erec realized that Kyron might kill him 
before the manticore did. "It was all me, my choice. Bethany had nothing to do 
with it," he added quickly. 

Kyron picked Erec up and threw him roughly against a wall. His voice was 
choked with tears. "Why did we trust you? My dad will never survive this time. 
He doesn't have the wits." 

Artie walked into the room. "What's going on with youse boys?" 

Nobody had the heart to answer him. 
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"You're gonna die." Kyron picked Erec up by his shirt and shoved him into a 
wall. 

"Look." Erec's voice was clear and firm, ignoring the sting of pain. "I had to 
do it. It was messing up all the Substance in the whole world by being stuck 
here. People and all of Upper Earth were going to die." 

With a snort, Kyron shoved Erec away and walked to the window. His voice 
was hard. "We don't have long. I'm taking my dad up a tree. That'll confuse the 
thing for a while, at least. I'd suggest you two come up with a plan." 

"I already have a plan," Erec said. "But it's risky. And I need your help." 

Kyron glared at him, but Erec came over to the window. Looking out with 
him, he started whispering. 

Erec and Kyron waited at the window. Erec had taken his Sneakers off 
because they would interfere with what he needed to do. 

Bethany threw her arms around Erec's neck and buried her face in his 
shoulder. "Don't go out there." 

"It's our only chance." 

"Oh!" A woman's voice echoed through the room. Erec recognized his 
mother's voice. She was checking on him with her glasses. "Is that Bethany 
hugging you?" she asked, knowing full well that it was. 

"Um, yeah. It's not what you think. I mean, she was upset, but she's okay. I'm 


kinda busy now." Bethany stepped away. Erec did not want to frighten his 
mother, tell her that he was about to risk his life and may never see her again. 
But he did add, "Mom, I love you." 

"Aww. That's sweet, honey. I love you, too. I'll talk to you later, then. Didn't 
mean to bother you." 

"It's okay, Mom. Bye." 

Bethany sniffed and stepped back with Artie, who was bewildered 
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but at least quiet. Then Erec heard a trumpetlike howl and saw a swish of a 
spiked tail. 

He ran outside, shouting. "Hungry, manticore? Want some dinner?" 

The winter night was chilly, but Erec barely felt it. A low growl sounded 
nearby. He could hear something scratching the ground. Hopefully the manticore 
would not know that the bee-hind was gone, so it wouldn't head straight for the 
house. 

"C'mon, kitty, kitty." Erec kicked some dirt, running into the lawn. "Here, ugly 
kitty. Come and get me." 

The manticore appeared between some shrubs. It eyed Erec, drool seeping 
from between its teeth. 

Erec backed toward the circle of sticks he had pounded into the ground, 
marking the hole he'd made in the Substance. A small jackfruit lay by his feet. 
He slung it at the creature but missed. 

The manticore darted its eyes back and forth between Erec and the house, as if 
deciding which to attack first. Erec threw a stick at it, which grazed its shoulder, 
then he backed away. Flaring its nostrils, the beast rocked back then pounced 
toward Erec. It was over him in a flash, faster than he had expected. 

Erec stumbled back toward the hole he had made in the Substance. Just as the 
manticore's claws sank into him, he toppled backward. Grabbing the manticore's 
mane, he fell into the hole. 

Suddenly, the world was all chaos and confusion. Black-and-white specks 
swirled, completely lacking color and form. It was the whirlwind of nothingness 
inside the Nevervarld--the realm of no magic beyond the borders of the 
Substance. Nothing could live here except for dragons, and they could only live 
a short time. 

All he could think about or remember were the rushes of flecks whirling in 
and around him. There had been flowers here, hadn't there? Did he need to get 
them for something? He couldn't 
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remember. Confusion took over as he tried to adjust to the prickly static 


stabbing his skin. 

Then he became aware of another presence in the Nevervarld. It was the 
manticore. Erec could sense it, the only other living thing he could detect. It 
looked blindingly bright in the strange mixed static. 

It was good the manticore was here. Erec remembered that now. He was glad 
that it had fallen in here after him. Now Bethany would be safe. Other details 
seemed more distant, other people that might have been involved. They were in 
another universe, somewhere, that Erec had once known. 

He could hear the manticore's thoughts as it died. What's happening? Where is 
my prey? The body of the beast glimmered like a fading rainbow in the swirl of 
specks, then it began to turn gray. It could not live more than a few moments in 
here, Erec knew. He was sad now. A living thing was dying. Why was that 
happening again? 

Strange forms were taking shape nearby. The sparks were hurting more as 
they crackled on his arms and face. Each one left him more tired and confused. 

Then a familiar voice sounded. Was it around him or just in his head? Thank 
you, it said. Yummm. 

He was glad that someone was happy. He had a vague feeling he was finished 
now. All he had to do was rest. The black-and-white sparkles were in him and 
around him. They made him so tired. 

The voice said, You are not dead. I see why. You are the human with the 
dragon parts--and you are more dragon now than before. But you will still die 
here before long. Leave now or rest with us forever. 

Erec was confused which was the right answer. He had no idea what to do. 

But then he saw it, gleaming like a beacon in the swirling gray. A hand. It was 
alive, like he was. Bethany. 

With every ounce of energy he had, he willed himself toward 
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the hand. Soon he grasped it, and it pulled him through a hole into a painfully 
bright place. 

Kyron and Bethany were standing over him. Then he had to close his eyes. 
Their faces, as well as the twinkling stars, glowed so bright he felt blinded. Loud 
noises pummeled him, even though he was vaguely aware that they were distant 
jungle sounds. 

Then, blaringly loud, he heard Kyron whisper, "Well, well. Look at you. I'll 
never kill another dragon again." 

After drifting in the lifeless void of the Nevervarld, even the touch of the 
ground under him was too much to bear. His mind could not handle the overload, 
so he did the only thing he could and fell asleep. 


Erec awoke on a couch in Artie's house. The table was covered with foods that 
everyone had conjured from the Serving Tray, but they had all waited for him to 
wake before they ate. He rubbed his eyes and sat up, still aching all over. 

"Look." Bethany rushed over, picking up Erec's amulet. "Another one is 
glowing now. You did it!" 

A third segment of the Amulet of Virtues now shone a glittering cream color. 
Erec peered at the black symbol on it. He wished Aoquesth was here to tell him 
what it meant. 

Then he had a thought. For a moment he concentrated, looking mainly at 
Bethany. When his dragon eyes were out, he could read the symbol easily. 
"Caring." Well, he thought, there was no arguing that he had cared. 

Kyron's face beamed with joy. "How can we ever repay you? Other than never 
hunting dragons again. After seeing the way you looked coming out of that hole 
from the Nevervarld, I'll never look at them the same," he said. Erec had no idea 
that he had transformed in there. "We're free now." Kyron grinned. "Dad and I 
can go anywhere." 
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Bethany pulled Erec to the table and piled some food in front of him, then 
popped a chocolate into her mouth. "Where do you think you'll go?" 

"I don't know." Kyron laughed. "Maybe we'll just stay here. But at least we 
have the choice." He sat down. "I guess I should thank you for fixing things for 
Upper Earth, too. I mean, easy to say now that we're okay and all." He looked 
embarrassed. "But remember, if you ever need us, we'll be there for you. One 
hundred percent." 
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CHAPTER FOURTEEN King Stain 


THE NEXT MORNING Erec and Bethany found the Hermit. He led them 
through the mountains, past the streams and waterfalls, palm trees and bamboo 
thickets, then by the beautiful many-limbed people on their terraced rice paddies. 
The Hermit had put the Port-O-Door into a huge, umbrella-shaped cassia tree. 

Walking from the tropics of southern Otherness into the Castle Alypium made 
Erec catch his breath. It seemed strange to cross such 
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a huge space in a few steps. The west wing was cool and quiet, full of 
luxurious pillows and intricate tapestries. "We better lie low," Erec said. "Jack 
and Oscar can't know we're back." 

Bethany nodded. The Hermit walked with them to the west wing dining hall. 
When Jam saw them, he dropped the tray of food he was carrying on a table and 


rushed over. "Is young sir okay?" He bowed, dusting Erec off. 

"Yeah. Good to be back, though. Hey, thanks for the Serving Tray." 

He reached into his backpack to get it, but Jam held up a hand. "Not at all. 
Please keep it, young sir. You may need it again." 

Erec put it back, thanking Jam. "It's like a traveling restaurant." 

But Jam looked worried. "Are you sure you are safe here, young sir? Might 
Baskania pop in again for another surprise visit?" 

"I don't know," Erec said. "I don't think he will, though. Probably the only 
reason he came into the castle before is that he knew, through Oscar, that I was 
here and King Piter was gone." 

Bethany added, "Baskania probably thinks we're off in Otherness somewhere, 
doing a quest. He wouldn't know to look for us here now, unless Oscar saw us. 
So we have to make sure he doesn't." 

"Is King Piter around?" Erec asked. He could not wait to tell him that he had 
fixed the problem with the Substance. 

"I think he's in his throne room," Jam said. 

Indeed, King Piter sat atop his huge throne at the far end of the immense 
room. His scepter lay in the groove that was made for it in the arm of the chair. 
Erec found it hard to keep from staring at the scepter as he came close. 

Balthazar Ugry was kneeling before the king, speaking to him. Erec heard him 
say, "I hope you give this your full consideration, your highness. It is of the 
utmost importance that we contain him. Now." He glared at Erec, giving him an 
icy chill. Then he drifted away, leaving the king with a troubled look. 
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Erec unlocked his gaze from the king's scepter and said, "We have great news. 
For the third quest, we had to find and set free the bee-hind in Otherness. It was 
locking up all the Substance there. So maybe the Substance problem is fixed 
now." 

He waited for the king to jump up and celebrate. But the king just tilted his 
head. "I am aware. It was a great deed you did. And it will make the Substance 
more stable on Upper Earth, give them another ten years at least." 

Only ten years? Erec could not believe it. "You mean it's not permanently 
fixed?" 

"I'm afraid not." King Piter smiled sadly. "Don't be mistaken. What you did, 
freeing the hind, was extremely helpful. It gives us so much more time to solve 
the problem. If I can just figure out what the problem is. But we were in grave 
danger before. Thank you, Erec." 

"Wait," Erec said. "If you knew about the bee-hind, why didn't you go free it?" 

The king's hand touched his scepter, then pulled away. Erec found he was 


acutely aware of every movement the king made around it. "I didn't know about 
it until now, or I would have. Or at least I would have tried. I'm not sure I could 
have done as good a job as you did." 

Erec noticed the king sounded resigned or defeated. He wondered why. 

"Hermit," the king said, pursing his lips, "can I have a word?" 

"Of course." The Hermit tilted his head. "You can have as many words as you 
like." 

Erec appreciated that the Hermit was not afraid of the king at all. He never felt 
a need to treat him differently because of his station. 

The king beckoned him closer. "In private, I mean." 

"No need for that," the Hermit lilted. "We're all family here, right?" 

Everybody eyed each other. Erec did not feel like family with anyone other 
than Bethany, and even she was not exactly the same 
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as family. The king finally gave in. "All right, then. Balthazar warned me that 
there may be a problem soon with the castle. And he said Erec--" The king 
turned his attention to Erec. 

"No problems," the Hermit said. "Erec will take care of it. He's already 
working on fixing it, aren't you, Erec?" 

"I am," he agreed. "I've had visions about it with my dragon eyes. I'm going to 
figure out how to keep it from happening." He thought a moment. "But if you 
want to help me, you can." 

The king laughed with relief. "No, you go ahead. It sounds like this is 
something entirely different than what I was worried about. Besides, you don't 
want me to take care of it. If I listened to Balthazar and took you away 
somewhere..." He shook his head. "If the Hermit says you will take care of it 
somehow, then I'll believe him." He looked relieved. "I didn't know you were 
aware of the problem." 

The Hermit looked pleased. He spun around on one foot, then stopped like an 
oddly posed statue. "I remember what happened. Like it was yesterday." Then he 
winked at Erec. On the way out the door he whispered in Erec's ear, "I was the 
only one here who believed you." 

Erec could only shake his head. What was the Hermit talking about now? 

Wolfboy was so excited to see his master, he kept knocking Erec down faster 
than he could stand. Erec pulled his hooded sweatshirt far over his head, and he 
and Bethany walked their pets into the agora. They avoided Paisley Park, just in 
case Jack or Oscar were around. Oscar had said in his letter that he would stay in 
hiding, but it seemed best to play it safe. Anyway, they just wanted to get nectar 
fizz sodas and look at the magic shops. 


Music pulsed up the street with the deep thump of bass drums. In the distance, 
the Alypium marching band approached. Seeing it 
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made Erec shiver. It reminded him of the last time he had heard this marching 
band, when it had accompanied the Alypium army as it set out to fight against 
him and the Hydras and Valkyries in Otherness. And the time before that, when 
it had paraded through Alypium, riling everyone up to fight. 

This experience was not much better. A magic carpet hovered in the air 
somewhere between the trombones and the cowbells. Around the carpet 
marchers held signs saying LONG LIVE KING BALOR; BALOR, DAMON, 
AND DOLLICK FOREVER; DAMON'S OUR SHAMAN; LET'S FROLIC 
WITH DOLLICK; and BALOR HAS VALOR. The crowds chanted, "King 
Stain, King Stain," again and again. 

Sitting astride the carpet, waving regally at their fans with smug looks on their 
faces, were Balor, Damon, and Dollick Stain. Balor had some reddish scars on 
his face, and his arm was in a sling. As they rode closer, Erec saw that Balor kept 
lifting his sling, as if he were showing it off to the crowd. 

"Damon's our shaman'?" Erec looked at Bethany with disgust. "Do they know 
what they're saying?" 

"Maybe compared to the brainiac who came up with those slogans, Damon 
might be a shaman." 

"Doubtful." Erec pulled his hood farther over his face, then he pointed at the 
Stain brothers. "Look! Around their necks!" Amulets, just like his, sparkled on 
chains on each of the Stain boys' chests. Erec looked down at his own, then back 
at theirs. From where he stood they looked identical, except the Stains' were 
shinier. 

He could not believe it. "Excuse me." He tapped the arm of a short-haired 
blond woman who was waving and clapping as the parade passed. "Could you 
tell me what's going on?" 

The woman looked surprised. "You don't know? It's been publicized 
everywhere. All of the problems about who will be the next king have been 
solved." She was excited. "The Stain triplets won 
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four quests already, so that Erec Rex kid just dropped out. He knew he 
couldn't compete. Now we only have to wait for them to finish the quests, and 
we'll get new kings! They say it won't take long." 

Erec's jaw dropped. "Erec Rex dropped out of the race, did he?" 

The woman bounced on her toes. "High time, too. He was really messing 
things up. For a while people worried the Fates might be getting old and 


confused." 

Old and confused? Amazing. This woman had obviously never spoken to the 
young, bubbly-sounding and amazingly intuitive Fates. He clenched his jaw. 
"Didn't you all hear after that battle in Otherness that Erec Rex was on your 
side...our side? I thought he showed everyone the Archives of Alithea and--" 

"The archives of what?" The woman looked confused. "I have no clue what 
you're talking about. I did hear there was a problem with Erec Rex at the 
Monster Bash in Otherness in the fall. He got on the side of the monsters or 
something." 

Erec nearly choked. How could the people in Alypium not know what had 
happened in Otherness? The solders in the Alypium army knew. Why hadn't they 
told everyone that Erec was one of the good guys? Then he thought a moment. 
The army was under control of President Inkle. President Inkle was under 
Baskania's power. 

"How does everyone know Erec Rex quit?" he asked. "And that Balor is 
winning?" 

She shrugged. "It's all over the news. President Inkle announced it first. And 
King Pluto had a ceremony in Cliff Arena the other night. As soon as Balor 
recovered from his quest." 

"Recovered?" Erec said, interested. "He was actually injured? What 
happened?" 

The woman ran a hand through her short blond hair. "You don't know 
anything, do you? His last quest, number four, was to sneak into the cave of a 
real dragon in Nemea and spend the night with it! 
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He did it, but he got real beat up. He was in Alypium Hospital for a while." 

Erec smirked. So, Baskania and Balor had fallen for his trick. Balor had spent 
the night with a dragon after the Hermit sent Erec's snail mail to Oscar from 
Nemea, in front of a dragon cave. And now they were pretending it was a real 
quest. 

"And those amulets they have?" Erec wrapped his jacket around him, making 
sure his own was hidden. 

"Yeah." The woman nodded. "They each have an Amulet of Virtues. Pretty 
cool. Soon they'll get the scepters, too." 

"You know," Erec said, crossing his arms, "the Stain triplets are Baskania's 
clones. They're faking their way through these quests." Bethany shot him a 
warning look, but he ignored her. "You know what would happen if those three 
got the scepters? They would give them to Baskania." For a moment he thought 
he saw a little steam escape with his breath, even though it was warm out. He 


hoped his dragon side wasn't going to make an appearance. 

"And...?" The woman looked at him expectantly, like she saw nothing wrong 
with what he'd said. 

Erec was about to continue when Bethany pulled him away. "What are you 
thinking? Do you want a mob after you again here?" 

"No." 

She was right. Arguing with one stranger here wouldn't change anything. 
They went to Cloud Nine, their favorite cloud-cream shop, and got extra large 
nectar fizz sodas. 

Erec had mixed feelings about figuring out how to save the Castle Alypium 
from Balor's explosion. On one hand, he was proud that King Piter and the 
Hermit had put their confidence in him. But on the other, it worried him. What if 
he didn't figure it out? Would the king step in at the end and help him? 
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The king had made that strange comment about sending him away 
somewhere. Had Ugry really suggested that? What was that about? It must have 
been a mistake somehow. 

Erec racked his brain to remember what Ugry had been whispering to King 
Piter when they'd walked into the throne room. Then he remembered. He said, 
"It is of the utmost importance that we contain him." Contain who? Balor Stain? 
Surely he couldn't have been talking about Erec. 

Well, Erec didn't want to let everyone down, so he decided to explore more in 
the future with his dragon eyes. He had to get to the bottom of this. 

On his bed, in his quiet room in the west wing, Erec closed his eyes. He 
pictured himself walking into the small room, and then the two smaller, darker 
rooms within it. It was a peaceful feeling, and even though he wasn't sitting in 
the sun by a brook, he relaxed. The box on the table thrummed with warmth and 
energy. It held all of his secrets, if he could only unlock it. He readied himself 
for the onslaught of emotion and drew open the shades on the two windows. 

There he was again, in the middle of the chaos. He was not even sure if all the 
fear that surged through him was his own or a collection of the panic that 
surrounded him. Again, he felt the same feeling of wild power. He moved his 
eyes around to change the view from his two windows, and walked through the 
room, directing his movement around the castle. 

Balor Stain stood just where he had before, smirking and holding his bronze 
whistle. What had he done with it? If there were only a way to step back in time 
from here and find out. 

He walked farther and saw the huge stone statues crumbling in front of the 
castle again, moving as if of their own accord. Everything appeared as it had 


before. Erec thought hard. There had to be a way to find out more. He turned 
back to the castle. Maybe he could go 
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inside. The castle entrance had caved in but he was only there in spirit and 
could not be harmed. 

He walked to the castle, closed his eyes, and continued straight, then looked 
around to see that he had, indeed, walked into what was left of the falling palace. 
Huge spires and walls crashed around him through the caved-in ceiling. Erec 
was surprised to see glowing sheets of bronze light whipping this way and that. 
As one of them drew close, he saw it had eyes that burned like red coals. The 
darting bronze figures whooped and hollered with glee as they helped with the 
destruction, spinning chunks of foundation and flooring through the air. 

Bronze ghosts. The last time Erec had seen them was in the Under Mine, the 
last thing that Balor Stain had exploded. He at least was relieved that only 
broken glass and chunks of concrete, and no people, were visible through the 
dust clouds. 

Discouraged, he walked back outside, then around to where he had started. 
That's when he got a shock. 

Standing where he had originally started, he saw himself. 

For a moment he thought it was a shadow demon that looked exactly like him. 
But he quickly realized that he was looking at himself in the future. That 
explained why this was the spot he started from each time he opened the shades. 
It was odd looking into his own face. His eyes looked glazed, staring at the 
castle falling down. 

Then he saw what was in his hand. And why he had been feeling that mad 
rush of power. 

He was holding a scepter. 

Erec sat with Bethany in the castle gardens. "I'll be too late," he said. "I could 
see that I'll manage to get the scepter to stop Balor, but I must not get it in time." 
"I wonder how you'll get the scepter," Bethany said. "I guess the more you 

learn now, then the next time things might be 
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different. Maybe you will get there in time. The future is changeable, 
remember?" 

"I know. I think that the reason I even have the scepter at all then is because of 
what I've found out so far. I bet it's because I'll figure out what to do. I just need 
to do it faster, I guess." 

He was worried that the castle was still crashing down in his vision, but glad 
to see things were heading in the right direction. He'd have the scepter in his 


hands! "Maybe I could just fix the castle again after it gets crushed. Put 
everything back how it was." That was it! He relaxed. Things would be fine after 
all. 

Then another feeling overtook him. Hunger for the scepter. And he'd have it! 
Even the little hints when he looked into the future of how it would feel in his 
hands, the power it would bring him, had been enough to make him crave it 
more. He wanted it. Needed it now. What amazing things he could do with it! No 
more Balor, Baskania, or anyone who had gotten in his way... 

A cold wave of revulsion hit him. Look how it was affecting him already. He 
had to face reality. Holding the scepter again was the worst thing that could 
happen. He knew what the thing did to him. He would never let it go after that. 
This was exactly what he had been afraid of, why he had not wanted to compete 
to become king. And now it was going to happen soon! He would have to find 
another way to stop Balor. No question. 

A swirl of green and orange appeared in the dirt before them. As it grew 
larger, two stemlike eyes popped out and looked at him. It was a snail, and it 
bore his name. 

Erec picked it up and pulled a letter out. 

Erec, 

I can never even begin to express how sorry I am. I wish I had never written 
you before. This is all my fault. I said that I hoped you'd write back. 200If you 
are still alive (I hope), then please find it in your heart to forgive me. 

I just didn't know. I thought if you wrote to me, but you did not say where you 
were, then nobody would find out. But right after I read your letter from Nemea, 
a group of sorcerers appeared and snatched it from me. And guess who was 
there? Rosco Kroc. My worst enemy. I can't believe he'd show his face after all 
he's done to me. Rosco grabbed the letter. He just pointed at me and tore it from 
my hands using magic. Then one of them put it through a tracer and they knew 
you were in Nemea, right in front of some dragon cave. 

So it's my fault that Balor Stain even found out about that quest and won it. 
And when I heard you "dropped out" I figured I knew what happened. Every day 
I hope and pray you are at least alive. If you are captured somewhere, some day 
I will find you and set you free. If I ever learn that they killed you because of my 
stupidity than I will find whoever did it and get revenge for you. 

I guess I don't need to stay in hiding anymore, to keep away from you. You 
won't be running into me by accident, wherever you are. But I may take cover a 
little longer until I figure out how to find and capture Rosco. 

I guess I can't help you now, if you are alive. And please don't write back, for 
your safety. But I'll always be on your side. 


Your friend, 

Oscar 

Erec read the letter twice. Poor Oscar. "I wish we could let him know we're 
okay. And that he still has to keep away from us." 

A twinkle lit up in Bethany's eyes. "I think there's a way...." 
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CHAPTER FIFTEEN Ugry's Advice 


ON THEIR WAY back into the castle, a voice rang out, "Hey, Bethany! Erec! 
You're back!" Jack Hare ran up to them with a grin, waving. "When did you guys 
get here? I was just coming to check in and see if anyone's heard from you." 

Bethany and Erec looked at each other in a panic. "Jack..." Bethany's voice 
shook. "You found us." 

Baskania was nowhere in sight...yet. Erec wondered if he would appear in a 
minute. 

"Listen, Jack." Erec grabbed Jack's shirt. "This is extremely important. Can I 
trust you?" 

202 

"Of course." Jack nodded. "Shoot." He dusted Erec's hands off. 

"You cannot tell Oscar you've seen us here. Do not mention us to him at all. Is 
this clear?" 

Jack sighed. "Not that again. Listen, I'm telling you, I know Oscar. He's a 
good kid." 

Bethany swung around. "Jack. There are things you don't know. We are trying 
to tell you. Oscar understands what's going on. He doesn't want to know where 
we are. His mind is getting read by Rosco. It's not Oscar's fault. They're using 
him to hunt us down." 

They showed Jack the letter Oscar had written, and he let out a low whistle. "I 
can't believe Rosco is doing that to him," he said. "This is so unfair. Oscar's dad 
just died, and now he has to deal with this?" 

"Guess how Oscar's dad died?" Bethany said. "Rosco killed him." 

Jack's eyes widened. "No way." 

Erec nodded. "Oscar says he's going to get revenge on Rosco. I'm sure he 
couldn't do it, even if he tried. He's not nearly powerful enough, plus Rosco can 
read his mind. But that's all he can think about." 

"Do you understand now?" Bethany asked him. "Can we be sure you won't 
breathe a word to Oscar that we're here? Because if you ever do, Baskania will 
be here in one minute." 

"No way." Jack looked bewildered. "I'll never tell him. Oscar's been gone 


anyway, since right after you guys disappeared. I've been worried about him, and 
you, too." 

"If you want to come with us," Bethany said, "we're going to send Oscar a 
message." 

"Wait." Jack put a hand up. "I thought he can't know where you two are." 

"He can't." Bethany smiled. 

Dear Oscar, 

Bethany and I just had to write you back and let you know we are 203alive 
and well. Baskania has not captured us. We realize now that we shouldn't have 
let on that we had to sleep in the dragon's cave for the quest. Luckily, by the time 
Balor got there we were gone. This time we'll be much more careful. 

The quest we are doing now is very strange. We have to spend time in the 
coldest place on the planet. And then, right after, we have to do something really 
dangerous in the hottest place on the planet. (Or should I say, "in" the planet.) 
It's exciting but scary, and it might keep us away for a while. 

Of course, I won't tell you where we are or where we are heading, so don't 
worry if anyone sees this letter. I just wanted you to know that we are fine, we 
are still your friends, and that you better still stay in hiding, and try to keep 
away from us, until this problem with Rosco is solved. 

Erec 

Jack, Bethany, and Erec laughed and high-fived on the way to the Port-O- 
Door. In moments, the annoyed-looking snail was tossed into the arctic snow of 
the South Pole. 

This was perfect. Nothing like sending Baskania and his followers on a search 
to the freezing tundra and then to some insanely hot places. Erec flipped his pen 
in the air and caught it, picturing Baskania and the Stains freezing, teeth 
chattering in Antarctica, and then boiling hot. He started thinking about all the 
worst places in the world they could go. Soon he was whistling while he walked. 

Jack joined them for dinner in the west wing dining hall that night. When 
King Piter showed up holding his scepter, Erec had a harder time taking his eyes 
off it. Seeing the scepter and feeling its power when he looked into the future 
with his dragon eyes was giving him even more of a taste for it now. For a while 
he had thought its grasp on him was finally weakening. But not anymore. 
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Could knowing his future, alone, change his future? he wondered. 

The king seemed troubled and kept looking at Erec with a puzzled expression. 

"Is everything okay?" Bethany asked him. "Are you worried about the 
Substance?" 

He stroked his beard. "Maybe I've been too worried about the Substance. 


Things are happening right here, and I need to be more aware of them." 

Erec nodded. "Like the parades in Alypium for the Stain brothers, and the lies 
going around that they're winning all the quests." 

The king nodded. "My plants in Alypium told me about that. There's not much 
we can do about it, though. They can pretend whatever they want. But the 
scepters shouldn't go to them if they fake doing the quests." 

Erec hoped the king was right. He had been able to use the scepters, though, 
before he finished any quests. He looked at the scepter again, hungrily. The king 
slid it to the other side of his chair, out of Erec's view. 

"I'm concerned about the castle," he said to Erec. "Balthazar Ugry, my 
AdviSeer, spoke to me again. He seems to think we'd all be much safer if you 
were locked up somewhere out of harm's way." 

"What?" Erec didn't understand. "How would that make everyone safer?" 

Then he remembered that Ugry had told the king that "it was of the utmost 
importance that we contain him." So Ugry had been talking about him? That was 
ridiculous. "I'm not going to hurt anyone. I'm working to try to stop Balor Stain 
from blowing up the castle." 

"Balor Stain? That's who is behind this?" The king was relieved. "Look, 
Balthazar has me a little concerned. Can you tell me what you've been seeing in 
the future?" 

"Yes. I've been walking around the castle from different angles, 
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trying to figure out what happened. And I saw Balor Stain laughing and 
holding his bronze whistle. He's the one that blew up the Under Mine during the 
contests last summer." Erec decided not to mention seeing himself holding a 
scepter. But he was going to make sure that changed, anyway. He knew he 
shouldn't have one. 

King Piter tapped his chin. "I think I know what Balor's using that bronze 
whistle for. They can be made to call bronze ghosts." 

Erec dropped his fork. "There were bronze ghosts there. Tons of them, tearing 
the castle apart. Balor must have called them. He always has that whistle around 
his neck. It would explain the bronze ghosts that were there when he exploded 
the Under Mine, too." 

The king was smiling now, relaxed. "Balor Stain, huh? And I thought..." He 
shook his head. "Well, I suppose I can leave it to you to prevent, if the Hermit 
thinks that's a good idea. I'll be around to help if there's a problem." 

He was amazed that the king seemed happier the more they talked about it. 
Erec certainly felt more upset. "So, you're not going to lock me up somewhere, 
then?" he asked. 


"No. I think that would be an overreaction, especially based on what you're 
seeing and the Hermit's confidence in you. I'll reassure Balthazar that it will be 
okay. Just let me know if you find out anything else." King Piter waved his hand 
airily. "You have quests to do, young man. I'm going to figure out a way to get 
you to Al's Well to draw your next one." 

As Erec listened to the king, he remained acutely aware of the scepter at his 
side. He had the feeling that the king was hiding something from him again. 
Why had he been about to imprison him "somewhere safe" a minute ago, and 
now he was fine letting him do another quest? 

Erec felt angrier the more he thought about it. He was risking his life doing 
quests that he didn't want to do just to protect Alypium 
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from Baskania, and the king wouldn't even be straight with him. 

There were too many things he had wanted to know for too long, and he was 
sure the king had all the answers. It must be stubbornness that he wouldn't tell 
things to Erec. Or maybe he just thought Erec was a baby. Neither answer was 
good enough. The more he thought about it, the worse he felt. For a moment he 
considered grabbing the scepter and making the king talk, but then he realized 
that was not a wise thing to do. 

But there was nothing wrong with bringing it up. He cleared his throat. "King 
Piter? I think it's time that you answered a few questions for me." 

The king looked concerned. "Yes, Erec?" 

"I want to know, for starters, who my father is. Aoquesth told me my father 
was a good man, but nobody will tell me more. I want to meet him. I think he's 
still alive." His voice took on a more urgent tone. "And I want to know if he has 
anything to do with why I'm supposed to be the next king." 

King Piter's brow furrowed. "Erec, I know you must be curious. But you need 
to take my word for it that you cannot know this yet." 

Erec took a sharp breath. "Why do I have to take your word for it? I am ready 
to know now, okay? No matter who my father is. Even if it's someone awful, like 
Baskania." He thought about the Stain triplets. At least they knew. 

"No, Erec, you are not ready yet." The king gazed into the distance, lost in his 
thoughts. "Not yet." 

"But I am ready. I've managed three quests now, and each has gotten harder. I 
risked my life..." He held his breath, trying to slow down. "So something as 
simple as this is not a big deal. I assure you." 

"It is a big deal, Erec." The king closed his eyes. "You must trust me." 
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"Trust you?" Erec heard his voice rising. "What about you trusting me? You 


were about to lock me up a minute ago." 

"Really, Erec, I'm sorry." King Piter's lips were drawn into a tight line. 

Erec stood. "Well, I'm going to search for the truth, and I'll find out. With or 
without you. I don't need you to tell me. There are other ways." 

"Then I will have to lock you up!" the king roared, slamming his hand on the 
table. Everyone jumped. 

King Piter stood and glared down at Erec. "You're not giving me a choice. I 
told you that you weren't ready yet. Erec, I'm not ready for you to know yet 
either. It would be dangerous now, terrible, if you knew. More has to be done 
first." 

Bethany looked like she was about to cry. She ran around the table and stood 
between the king and Erec, not sure what else to do. 

Seeing how shocked everyone was, the king began to calm down. He patted 
Bethany's head. "Promise me that you won't try to find out, Erec. You don't even 
want to know. Please. I beg you." 

Erec knew he had pushed the issue too far. "Okay, sorry." 

Bethany and the king sat down, and everyone stared at their plates awkwardly. 

"What was that?" Erec paced. "It's ridiculous that he can't tell me such a small 
thing." 

"You might as well forget about it," Bethany said. "You promised him you'd 
forget about it. He said that you wouldn't even want to know." 

"Of course I want to know. And I didn't promise anything. I just agreed so he 
wouldn't lock me up." Erec kicked a pillow, then sat down in the living room in 
Bethany's mansion. 

Jack was entertaining himself by producing cake slices on the 
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Serving Tray. "Erec didn't have much choice, did he? He kind of had to 
promise that to the king so he didn't get thrown in jail." 

After a knock on the door, Jam Crinklecut stuck his head in. "May I come in, 
modom?" He carried a tray of fresh brownies which the kids helped themselves 
to, even though they had just finished eating cake. "I'm sending word to young 
sir from the king that he has arranged for you to meet with Janus and go to Al's 
Well to collect your fourth quest." 

"He did?" Erec handed a brownie to Jam, who took it with a bow. 

"He did, young sir. He inquired and found that the Fates are indeed ready for 
you. You are to show up tomorrow at noon at the Labor Society, and Janus will 
let you through." 

"Thanks, Jam." Erec wasn't sure he was ready for another quest after that last 
one. "Maybe I should just hang out here and figure out how to stop Balor from 


blowing up the castle, instead." 

Bethany glared at him. "Don't even think about it." 

Janus peeked out when Erec tapped on the door. His bony knees were 
knocking together under his shaggy tunic. He looked pale, dark bags layered 
under his eyes. "C-come in." He stepped back to let Erec, Jack, and Bethany in 
the room and quickly locked the door behind them. 

All of them looked around the shop furtively, waiting for Baskania to pop into 
view. After a few minutes it seemed that they might be safe. 

Janus, his long matted gray hair and beard covered with dust, still looked 
nervous. "I'm not happy with this arrangement," he said. "Someone's going to 
find out. And it'll be my job, or worse." 

"Did anything bad happen to you last time with Baskania?" 
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"No." As he shook his head, dust flew off like water from a sprinkler. "I told 
him that John Arrete and Gog Magnon touched something they shouldn't have, 
and it froze them. He was suspicious that I made it happen, but Arrete 
remembered I told them to leave it alone. Baskania said I need to report to him if 
I see you again. If he finds out that I'm sneaking you in..." He wrung his hands 
together. 

"We won't tell, Janus," Bethany said. "If anyone realizes that Erec went to Al's 
Well again, we'll say we snuck him in ourselves, without your help." 

That made Janus relax a bit. He pulled out the quill pen and notepad. "I 
suppose I don't have to say it, but only those may come in here, blah, blah, blah." 
He pushed the paper forward, his voice a harsh whisper. "Now, sign it and get 
going. Take the elevator straight down and out the back. Try to stay hidden." 

Erec signed his name on the pad and the words cut deep into the paper. Soon, 
light beamed from them into the room. Erec slipped easily through the 
membrane on the doorway and into the gleaming towers of the Labor Society 
building. He hiked his jacket hood over his head and walked, head hung down, 
straight to the elevator banks. People wearing business suits and checking their 
watches bustled around him. Nobody seemed to notice him. 

People mingled near the elevator bank, but Erec was the only one who hopped 
on a glass elevator down to the basement. When he stepped off, he darted out the 
back door. 

He knew the way across the grassy field to the hillside. After passing the 
tombstone that bore the name Jack, he climbed the path up to Al's Well. 

Al was standing outside the stone wall, waiting. He hitched his pants up. "Ya 
better get dis done fast, kid," he said. "Dem Harpies been flying around here 
every day, keeping watch. Look." Al pointed, 
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and Erec saw what looked like a big bird in the distance. "Come on." 

Erec followed Al into the enclosure. The usual stench hit him, and he coughed 
until he caught his breath. He wondered if he'd ever get used to it. Flies buzzed 
around him and he batted them away. Before him was the closed shower curtain 
ring. "Go on, fast," Al said, waving his plunger toward Erec. "You think dis 
smells bad, you should check out Ed's Well. Ed's my brother." He pulled a cord 
and the white curtains swung open, revealing Al's Well, which looked exactly 
like a shiny white toilet. A row of servants fell to their knees and bowed their 
heads to the grass, arms before them. 


Al motioned Erec forward, and he knelt before the porcelain commode. Green 
steam from the toilet bowl swirled around his face. After a glance up at Al, he 
plunged his arm into the liquid filling the wide latrinelike hole. 

The mist was cold, and the water had the strange sensation of freezing and 
burning at the same time, painlessly. Erec was glad he wasn't swimming in it this 
time. He fished around awhile, hoping that something would go wrong and no 
paper would be there. What would it be this time? What danger would he 
encounter? 

A warm paper alighted upon his fingers and he grabbed it. He pulled it out, 
but waited a moment before looking. Was it too late to throw it back in? 

Al said softly, "I'd look now, kid. Not a great idea to hang out here." 

Erec examined the dripping paper. "Take the Twrch Trwyth from Olwen 
Cullwich and seal the five Awen." He flung the paper toward Al, bewildered. 
"Huh? It doesn't make sense." 

"It will," Al said gravely. He shook his head. "I didn't think dose things were 
real." He looked at the paper and gave Erec's shoulder a pat. "Wow. Well, good 
luck, kid." He didn't sound confident, not one bit. 
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Erec read it again. "The Twrch Trwyth? Is that like a Truth Torch?" 

A chilling shriek shot through the air, making him jump. Then, in a second, 
the paper in his hand was swept up by the claw of a Harpy. 
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CHAPTER SIXTEEN The Twrch 
Trwyth 


THE HARPY'S BIRDLIKE black eyes glared at Erec from under her thick 
black eyebrows. Sleek black hair was yanked into a bun so tight, it looked like 
her face was stretched back from her beak of a nose. Long black wings flapped 
around her vulture body. Her thin black lips curled as she spoke. "You're in for it 
now, Erec Rex." She screeched and flapped away, taking Erec's quest with her. 

Erec ran after her, reaching and jumping helplessly. Then he 
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dropped his hands and hung his head. "Al, I don't remember what it said." 

Al was digging in his pockets. After pulling out a flashlight, wrenches, 
hammers, and a frilly pink handbag (""Theirs," he said, looking embarrassed and 
tossing it down the toilet bowl), he dug out a pencil and paper. "I remember. 
Let's see," he wrote as he spoke. ""Take the Twrch Trwyth from Olwen Cullwich 
and seal the five Awen.' There." He handed it to Erec. "That should do it." 


Erec looked at him in awe. "How did you remember that? It looks like you 
even got the spelling right." 

"I'd hope so," Al said. "Everyone knows about the Twrch Trwyth and the 
Awen. Not hard to remember that. Now why don't you shoo on out of here 
before that Harpy tells the others where you are. A few of them together could 
carry you off." 

Erec thanked Al and darted through the Labor Society into the shop where 
Bethany and Jack waited. "We gotta get to the castle, fast," he said. 

The three of them ran back, trying to stay under trees to keep from being 
spotted overhead. When they made it into Bethany's mansion attached to the 
Castle Alypium, they slammed the door and fell onto the couches, panting. 

"T've never heard of it," Bethany said. They sprawled on beanbags under the 
huge chandelier in her study that was lined with packed bookshelves. Jam was 
already there with trays of lunch and desserts. 

Jack was puzzled. "I thought the Twrch Trwyth was some old story about a 
magical wild boar. But I've never heard of Olwen Cullwich or the five Awen." 

"Al said everybody knows about them. Maybe I'll have to go back there and 
ask Al about it." That idea didn't appeal to him. It seemed the least safe place he 
could go. "A wild boar? So now am I supposed 
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to go find a wild boar somewhere? Maybe someone has it locked up, like the 
bee-hind." 

He handed the paper to the butler. "Jam, do you know what any of this means? 
It's my next quest." 

Jam took the paper with a white-gloved hand. He raised it to his eyes with 
pinched lips and a serious expression, but as soon as he read it he began to cough 
and choke. "But, young sir, this is ridiculous. The Twrch Trwyth? The five 
Awen? It's all make-believe." 

"You've heard of them?" Erec motioned for Jam to sit with them. The butler 
looked at the couch, which was all the way across the room, then genteelly 
lowered himself onto a beanbag chair and folded his hands on his lap. "T'll tell 
you what I know," he said with his British accent, "but I never thought any of it 
was true. 

"Living in the Castle Alypium, I've heard a lot of legends. One was about a 
wild boar called the Twrch Trwyth. Twrch used to mean boar, in an old Celtic 
language. But Trwyth--nobody knows anymore what that meant. Maybe it was 
the boar's name. Maybe it was something the boar owned. But the word sounds a 
lot like 'truth,' and I wonder if that is what it might have meant then, too. 

"The Trwyth Boar, as he was also called, modom and sirs, was supposedly 


alive many hundreds of years before I was born. They say he once had been a 
great king of Ireland who had made the Fates angry, so they turned him into a 
beast. But he became the king of wild boars and was noble and proud as such. 
He stayed just as regal and kept company with some of the kings of Ireland, 
Scotland, and Wales. Even King Arthur was acquainted with him, they say. 

"The Trwyth Boar had an odd habit of carrying a comb and scissors locked 
into the tuft of hair between his ears. It was said that was the easiest place for 
him to keep them, and he wanted them with him at all times. For these were not 
an ordinary comb and scissors, of course. They held great magic. The golden 
comb would show its bearer the ultimate 
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truth of anything that he or she saw, letting its carrier always know what to do 
and who to trust. And the magical scissors could fashion anything into anything 
else. Like a dress made of money, or a house made of leaves. A few snips and 
the wished-for thing assembled itself." 

Erec perked up when he heard that. He would love to find that comb and 
scissors. They sounded as good as the Serving Tray, maybe even better. 

Jam continued, "Of course, it was only a matter of time before someone 
decided they had to have the Trwyth Boar's comb and scissors for their own. 
Soon, the boar was no longer able to consort with kings. He spent the rest of his 
life on the run. But no matter how powerful the hunter, how clever or persistent, 
the Trwyth Boar was always able to escape. The boar lived a very long time, as 
things with magical powers often do. Many hunters wasted their whole lives 
searching for him and chasing him. And most of these hunters met with terrible, 
untimely deaths. 

"Until finally, there was a great hunter named Cullwich. He had fallen in love 
with the daughter of a giant, even though he knew the giant would never agree to 
their marriage. But the giant surprised him. 'Find the Twrch Trwyth,' he said, 
'and bring me its comb and scissors. Then you may have my daughter's hand in 
marriage. 

"For many years Cullwich hunted the boar. It was terribly difficult. The boar 
was not only smarter than most men, but it also had the help of its magical comb 
and scissors. However, unlike the other hunters, Cullwich was not searching for 
the Trwyth Boar because of greed. He was searching out of love. This gave him 
some unique abilities as well. And the Trwyth Boar could see he was a good 
man and did not want to harm him. 

"Finally, Cullwich caught the Trwyth Boar and took its comb and scissors. 
Some say it was Cullwich's heart that led him along the right path. Others say 
that the boar was tired of running and finally gave it 
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up willingly, because he liked Cullwich better than the other hunters. But, in 
either case, Cullwich got the golden comb and magical scissors. And he snipped 
off some of the boar's hair to carry them in." 

"Did he give them to the giant?" Bethany asked, perched so far forward she 
was about to topple out of her beanbag chair. 

"It took a while for Cullwich to return to the giant," Jam said. "And when he 
did, he saw the situation in a new light. He was carrying the comb, so he could 
look into the hearts of the giant and his daughter. He realized that the giant was 
evil. He would cause great destruction if he had the comb and scissors. So he 
knew he could not give it to him." 

"What about the girl?" Bethany asked. 

"Ah, yes. The girl. Well, Cullwich still liked what he saw. She was pure of 
heart and loved him, too. So he gave her a choice between him and her father. It 
was up to her. She chose to be with Cullwich. So Cullwich used the scissors to 
cut up the giant's cave while he slept, and it fashioned itself into a prison. And 
the two set off to find the Boar again." 

"Why did they want to find it?" Jack asked. 

"That was how Cullwich was. He no longer needed the magical instruments so 
he decided to return them. Many people would have used them for power or 
greed, but not him." 

Erec's ears reddened, and he felt ashamed, knowing he would have kept the 
magical things for himself. "Did they find him?" 

"Yes, but it took a long while," Jam said, "and by this time, without his magic, 
the Trwyth Boar was dying. He no longer wanted them back, said it was too late 
for him. But Cullwich was a smart chap. He was afraid the comb and scissors 
might fall into the wrong hands. So he took them to a powerful druid sorcerer, 
someone like Vulcan himself, and had them shrunk down, with the lock of the 
Boar's hair, to a tiny size and placed into a small vial that he would wear on a 
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chain around his neck. He wanted the vial to be shaped like the Twrch Trwyth, 
to honor the boar." 

Jam saw that his audience was smiling, and he held up a hand. "But this is 
where the story gets strange. They say the druid recognized, when he was 
working on the vial, that the powers coming from the small objects were too 
strong. They had grown much greater when he shrunk them. When they were 
close together in the vial, the scissors' and comb's powers combined to make a 
new thing altogether. What he was making was fast becoming the most powerful 
object that ever existed. 


"The druid walked around his workshop, amazed. Everything he brought the 
vial near glowed, its magic doubled, tripled. That was when he invented a plan. 
He would keep the vial for himself, tie it to the five Awen, and rule the 
universe." 

"What are the Awen?" Erec asked. He had forgotten, until he heard that word, 
that this had to do with his fourth quest. Now it felt ridiculous. He had to find 
this Trwyth Boar himself? It was dead, Jam had said. And finding that old vial 
didn't sound any easier. 

"The Awen," Jam said, folding his fingers together, "are five of the greatest 
mysteries of the world, with some of the heaviest known magic. They are 
located along what is called the Path of Wonder. Awen is an old druidic word, 
which I believe means 'mystery, enlightenment, inspiration.’ It also meant 'great 
poetry,’ which they believed carried vast magic as well." 

Jam thrummed his fingers on his knees. "So this druid saw how the vial's 
power had increased beyond imagination and how it made all other magical 
things near it grow tremendously in strength. He was greedy and decided that he 
would use this to make himself more powerful than anything that had ever 
existed. The druid was brilliant, and was able to fit the boar-shaped vial with five 
openings, each of which would only respond to the magical signals of one of the 
five Awen--the greatest 
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magical things he knew. When all five Awen were plugged into it, each of 
their powers would grow intensely to form a magical shield that would let him 
control the world. He would set out along the Path of Wonder, he decided, find 
the Awen, and become all-powerful." 

And this is what I am supposed to do? Erec thought. 

"Well," Jam said, "needless to say, the plan did not work out as he wished. He 
collected the Awen, but after he plugged just a few of them into the boar vial, its 
power overcame him, killing him instantly. His wife did not want the vial 
around, as you can imagine, and she returned it to Cullwich. They say he wore it 
around his neck until just before he died, then passed it down to his eldest 
daughter, who passed it to her son." Jam shrugged. "So that's the story. But it's 
all make-believe." 

Erec looked at the paper in his hand. Take the Twrch Trwyth from Olwen 
Cullwich and seal the five Awen. He wasn't so sure. 

King Piter's eyebrows slowly rose in the west wing dining hall that night. 
"You are joking, I am sure." 

Erec pitched the paper toward him, and the king read it. "I can't believe this. 
It's impossible." His brow darkened with anger. "I'm going to have a word with 


the Fates, if they think this is funny. I mean, our quests were tough. For one of 
them I had to build this castle by magic. Each of us built our own. But this..." 

Erec was impressed that the king had built this castle himself. He still could 
not do any magic with his remote except move small things a short distance. 
And he might not even be able to do that anymore, as it had been so long since 
he had practiced. He wished he had time to spend with the Hermit to learn. He 
was sure the Hermit would be a far better teacher than Pimster Peebles had been. 
At least that was one good decision King Piter had made. 

The king stared at the paper and scratched his chin. "This just 
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can't be. Hermit?" he called, although the Hermit was not in the room. "Can I 
trouble you for a moment?" 

Suddenly the Hermit was sitting in the chair next to the king's, wearing a 
small loincloth and a huge grin. "You may continue to trouble me for a while 
yet." He laughed at his own joke. 

The king pushed the paper toward him. "Erec drew this from Al's Well. It can't 
be right, can it?" 

The Hermit glanced at the paper, unimpressed. "If he drew it, he blew it." He 
chortled, finding himself funny as usual, and soon was clutching his sides. 

"If he found it, he'll pound it. If he picked it, he'll lick it." The Hermit then 
stuck a thin finger into his nose, picked something out, and put his tongue on it, 
all the time laughing as if it were a great joke. 

"Eew." 

"Yuck." Erec, Bethany, and Jack all doubled over, both disgusted and 
laughing. 

Bethany held her palms out in front of her face as if she were trying to not see 
more. She whispered to Erec, "Ugh! That's the first thing I've seen him eat." 

Jack made a loud spluttering noise. 

The king frowned, ignoring them all. "Listen, how many people have tried to 
do this, to take the Twrch Trwyth from Olwen Cullwich and seal the five Awen? 
They've all died." 

That made Erec stop laughing. "Huh?" 

"Yes." The king was not pleased. "Many sorcerers, far more powerful than 
you, have lost their lives in this pursuit. And they spent years preparing first. 
Decades." He turned sadly to the Hermit. "How can we let him do this?" 

"Let him?" the Hermit asked. "The choice is his. But he has something those 
sorcerers did not have." 
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"Oh, really?" King Piter asked. 


The Hermit nodded. "The right reasons." 

"He does?" Bethany asked, chiming in. "That sounds like the story of the 
Twrch Trwyth. Only Cullwich could capture the boar because he was doing it for 
the right reasons.” 

"Easy enough to say," King Piter scoffed. "But Erec not only has to find the 
Trwyth Boar vial, he must connect it to the five most powerful objects in the 
world, and survive what happens when their powers all amplify." 

It didn't sound encouraging, Erec thought. He would have to be a fool to 
attempt that. 

"What are the right reasons?" Bethany asked. "Just to do it because the quest 
told him to? Is that enough?" 

"There is more, of course." The Hermit gazed at Erec. "You know those girls, 
the Fates. Always something up their sleeves. There is a reason they want you to 
find this vial and connect it to the five Awen." 

They all waited for the Hermit to go on. Instead he began to whistle 
contentedly. 

"Well?" Bethany asked. "What is the reason?" 

King Piter covered his face with his hand and shook his head. "It would fix 
the Substance. If you survived, which is doubtful." 

The Hermit nodded. "Oooh, nothing big. Just that. Setting the Substance 
permanently, so it won't leak away anymore. So Upper Earth won't die in ten 
years. But no pressure." He twiddled his thumbs. "You do whatever you think is 
right." 

"Wait a minute!" Erec felt tricked. "I thought the last thing I did, freeing the 
bee-hind, fixed the Substance for Upper Earth." 

"It did." The Hermit nodded. "For about ten years. The king told you--" 

"I know." Erec gestured toward the king. "But he is going to fix it by then, I 
thought." 
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The king shrugged. "I'll certainly try. I've been trying for centuries." 

That didn't inspire Erec's confidence. "Well...well..." He thought about the 
idea from all angles. "Why did the Fates want me to bother freeing the bee-hind 
before I did this? Wouldn't that have been a waste of time since this will fix 
things more?" 

"Not really." The Hermit examined his hands. "That was easier. Good to do 
that first, in case you fail at this quest." 

That sent a chill through Erec. He might fail? He really might die? That wasn't 
what he wanted to hear. 

"Also," the Hermit added, "if you succeed at freezing the Substance where it 


is, better that the bee-hind is loose, spreading it around where it needs to go. 
Good that it's not frozen all clumped up like that." 

The king shook his head. "This is still impossible. He's supposed to get the 
Twrch Trwyth from Olwen Cullwich? Olwen doesn't have it anymore. 
Remember? After having his life threatened several times, he destroyed it." 

The Hermit grinned. "I guess that will be Erec's problem." 

The king relaxed, seeming content that Erec could never find the Twrch 
Trwyth vial so he wouldn't be in such terrible danger. 

Erec asked the king, "Do you know Olwen Cullwich?" 

"Yes. A very good man. Olwen is a scientist, a sorcerer, and he was a viceroy 
in my court. A long time ago he wore the Twrch Trwyth around his neck. His 
mother passed it on to him to protect. It had been in their family for generations. 
He kept it secret, of course. You would not find a wiser and gentler person than 
Olwen." He chuckled. "I'll never forget the pie incident." 

The Hermit joined in laughing. 

"What pie incident?" asked Bethany. 

"Olwen loved pies. We had a celebration for his birthday one year, and Hecate 
Jekyll, our head chef then, baked twelve kinds of pies in 
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his honor. You should have seen the look on Olwen's face when he found out." 
The king's gaze misted over, reliving old times. "But we never expected what 
would happen." Deep belly laughs erupted from the king. "We had a clown at the 
celebration. And the next thing you know, Olwen had a pie in his face. A cherry 
one, I think, was the first one." 

"The first?" Jack raised his eyebrows. 

"Yes. Olwen froze a moment in shock, then he decided to get even. He picked 
up some kind of cream pie and aimed it at the clown, but that clown just batted 
the pie right back into Olwen's face. It got ridiculous, Olwen picked up another, 
but he was so sticky that it slipped to the ground. I think he stepped in that one. 
And when he picked up a blueberry pie--I remember blueberry getting all over 
the whipped cream--he slipped on the pie on the ground and got the blueberry 
pie in his own face. I don't know how many pies he went through trying to get 
that clown back. Maybe all of them. But the clown ended up clean as a whistle. 
And poor Olwen was covered, head to toe." He chortled. 

The talk of pie was making Erec hungry for one. "But what did he do with the 
Twrch Trwyth?" 

The king grew solemn. "A day or two after the pie incident, something else 
happened to Olwen. He almost lost his life. He was captured by a rogue sorcerer 
who tried to make him talk...."" He paused. "It wasn't pleasant. And Olwen barely 


survived. He knew keeping the Twrch Trwyth was a great responsibility. It could 
not fall into the wrong hands. But there was also no good that would come from 
keeping it. The only reasonable thing was to get rid of it. So he did that, many 
years ago." 

The king's forehead wrinkled in thought. "This whole thing with the Twrch 
Trwyth is crazy, though. It's gone. I don't know what will happen with the 
scepters if you cannot complete all of your quests. That didn't happen when we 
were going through this process. I guess 
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we'll just have to see how it plays out." He shrugged. "Nothing is the same 
this time, especially since you are doing the quests alone." 

That reminded Erec of the two other people that could have been helping him. 
He certainly could use the assistance. 

"So, he might not be able to complete the quest? Are you saying this is 
impossible?" Bethany asked. 

The king nodded. "I'm afraid so. Even if Olwen did have the Twrch Trwyth 
vial, how would Erec ever get the five Awen? Are they just going to unlodge 
themselves for him?" 

"Yes," the Hermit said. "That's exactly what they will do. He owns their 
master." 

Everyone turned to him in shock. "I do?" Erec asked. 

"In your backpack," the Hermit said. "You have one of the singing crystals." 

So the crystal that the Swami had given him controlled the Awen somehow? 

King Piter leaned back in surprise. 

"Erec must make this choice himself," the Hermit said. "He knows what he is 
facing, his odds. But only he can secure the Substance to save Upper Earth." 

Erec nodded. No problem. He just had to do what no powerful sorcerer had 
ever done before--and somehow not die in the process. 

Erec pulled up his hooded sweatshirt, and Bethany and Jack wore hats so they 
would be harder to spot by flying Harpies. Olwen Cullwich lived in Alypium. 
They decided to pay him a visit sooner rather than later. Baskania knew what 
this quest was now, too. No doubt the Harpy had showed the paper to him. If the 
Twrch Trwyth still existed, Baskania would want it for himself. 

"I can't think of Olwen Cullwich now without thinking about twelve pies in 
his face and all over him," Erec said. 
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"He sounds like a nice guy," said Bethany. "I bet he'll help us if he knows 
where the Trwyth Boar vial is." 

"He's gotta know," Erec said. "I mean, that's what my quest is. To get the 


Twrch Trwyth from Olwen Cullwich. Not to find it somewhere else." 

Jack nodded. "This guy is a scientist who was in the king's court. He's going 
to want to help you save the Substance, I'm sure." 

They kept their heads down on their way to the street where Olwen Cullwich 
lived. The sun had set, and Erec was glad it was dark outside. 

"There it is!" Bethany pointed. Light shone from all of the rooms in the small 
home. When they grew nearer, voices rang through an open window downstairs. 

"Maybe we better check it out first," Erec said. They crept in front of the 
house and peeked in. 

Standing near the window was Thanatos Baskania, his black cape flowing. 
Erec could see two open eyes on his forehead, one on his cheek, and one on his 
chin. A man and woman nearby him, each wearing an eye patch, were tearing 
books off shelves, dumping out drawers. 

The man who must have been Olwen Cullwich was motionless at the far end 
of the room, facing them. His well-combed gray hair and neat clothing made him 
look just as Erec had pictured him. He seemed familiar, as if Erec had known 
him long ago. But his bright blue eyes were wide with fear. He stood in an odd 
position, which made Erec sure that Baskania had frozen him to the spot. 

But he was still able to talk. "I'm telling you, I don't have it. I haven't had it for 
years. Your...pals will find that out when they're done ransacking my house." 

Erec, Bethany, and Jack wedged themselves into a row of hedges in front of 
the house where they could still see and hear through the window. 
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Baskania sighed. "Dear Olwen, you don't understand. I happen to have 
evidence. It was decreed by the Fates that you give the vial to somebody. Now I 
just need to make sure that it will be me. If you want to keep your house neat 
and tidy, just tell me where it is, and we'll call this search party off. Simple. Or 
we can do it the hard way." 

Erec couldn't believe it. Why had he waited to come here? Now Baskania 
would get the Trwyth Boar. Not that Olwen Cullwich would want to give it to 
him, he was sure. He hoped that Olwen could think of a way to fend off 
Baskania until Erec could talk to him alone. 

Then Erec realized that he was probably lucky that he had arrived now, 
shrouded in darkness. This house would be watched around the clock when 
Baskania was not here. They would be waiting for Erec to show up so they could 
catch him. 

Other people with eye patches poured into the room. "We can't find anything," 
one of them said in a deep voice. "We used the magic detectors and found a few 
other choice objects that we took apart and searched. But no vial." 


"Then look again." Baskania glowered. "Tear the walls apart." 

Olwen spoke through gritted teeth. "It's...not...here. How can I make you 
understand that?" 

Baskania tilted his head as though he was considering this possibility. "Well, 
now that you put it that way, I do know ways you can help me understand 
better." He pointed a finger and a small puff of dark smoke flew from it. 

Olwen screamed in pain. "Aaaannh! Stop. Stop. Please. I'll tell you anything. 
Please, make it stop!" 

Baskania lifted his finger and blew on it like it was a match. Olwen's head 
drooped. "So you're ready to talk?" 

Olwen nodded. 

"Good." Baskania looked thoughtful, then he pointed again and a white puff 
of smoke shot from his finger. "This will ensure that when 
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you do speak, everything that you say will be true." He smiled. "Now, when 
did you first get the Trwyth Boar?" 

Olwen spoke slowly. "It was passed down to me from my mother, from her 
father, from many generations back. My mother gave it to me to guard when I 
was thirty-five." 

"Very good." Baskania smiled, like a teacher helping a slow pupil. "I'm sure 
this is a prize I will very much like having. Now, where do you keep it, Olwen?" 

"I don't. I no longer have the Twrch Trwyth." 

"Hmmm. It seems the truth spell was not strong enough for you." He shot 
another white puff from his finger. "Or do you need the other kind of persuasion 
again?" 

"No!" Olwen shouted. "I'm talking. What do you want to know?" 

"Where is the vial?" 

"I don't have it. I swear. I got rid of it. Too many people were after me for it. It 
was too dangerous for me to keep. And I had no use for it other than to guard it. 
It's gone." 

Baskania tapped his chin. "You don't say. Well, then, let's hear it. Who did you 
give it to? Not that they could have it. I know it's on you, somewhere. But I'd 
like to hear your story anyway." 

"I couldn't give it to anyone," Olwen said. "It was far too powerful. My father 
warned me that there was nobody I could trust with it. I had to get rid of it 
another way." 

"Ahh. Now we're getting somewhere. What other way did you choose?" 

Olwen mumbled something and looked away. 

"What is that? I'm sorry, you'll need to speak clearer. That is, if you want to 


live." 

Olwen eyed him darkly. "I swallowed it. I researched the best way to dispose 
of it before I decided. It was recommended as a way to cover up its magic, so it 
might not be found again someday in the future. I 
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had to try my best to do that, since I was giving up my duty guarding it. 
Swallowing it changed it. When it went through my system, the magic was 
rearranged so it would stay hidden wherever it went." 

Baskania regarded him with an odd expression. "You swallowed it." He was 
quiet a moment. "This can only mean one thing. But just to be safe, we will wait 
until the search party is finished." 

People trickled in and out as the room was slowly chipped away. Baskania 
stood quietly, and Olwen gazed around, still paralyzed. Finally, it was decided 
that the vial was not in the house. 

Baskania nodded. "You may all go now. Leave Olwen here with me." 

Erec trembled as Baskania's one-eyed followers poured from the house. He 
shrunk farther back into the bushes with his friends. 

Baskania spoke again. "Olwen, I'm afraid there is only one answer. If you 
swallowed the Twrch Trwyth"--he counted on one finger--"and we know that 
you still have it"--he counted on another--"then that means it is still inside you." 
He ticked off a third finger and sighed. "Such a shame." 

"That's ridiculous." Olwen sounded desperate. "It's absurd. I swallowed it over 
eight years ago after eating a slice of pie. That pie isn't still in me, either." 

"Tsk, tsk, tsk." Baskania shook his head. "Sometimes we live to pay the price 
for our poor decisions. Well, regardless, I am going to find the Trwyth Boar. I 
think I'll help you a little, though, keep you alive as long as possible, in case you 
have more to say to me." He raised both hands, curved as if they were claws, and 
streaks of green light shot from them into Olwen. "That should do it." 

Olwen looked crazed. "What are you doing?" 

"Just finishing the search," Baskania said. In front of their eyes, he made a 
motion and Olwen Cullwich ripped, his left half splitting from his right half, 
straight down the middle. The man, amazingly, was still 
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alive, although his insides were spilling out. Each leg staggered a bit, but was 
held upright by Baskania's magic. 

Bethany opened her mouth to scream, and Erec clamped a hand over it. 
"Shhh." He covered her eyes with his other hand, but she pushed him away. 

Each half of Olwen was looking down at himself in shock. "What did you do 
to me?" When he spoke, both sides of his mouth moved at the same time, but his 


tongue was split so he sounded garbled. 

Baskania stepped closer to inspect both sides of him. "No luck yet." He made 
another motion, and now both halves of Olwen were split front to back. Each 
arm and leg were cleaved in two so he was four long strips. The front halves 
tripped forward a bit, and all four parts of him wavered unsteadily. 

Unbelievably, Olwen was still talking. Erec could not understand him 
anymore, nor did he want to. Jack threw up in the bushes, and Erec almost joined 
him. Tears flowed down Bethany's face. When Erec saw her, his eyes brimmed 
over as well. 

Baskania casually looked through Olwen's body, then split him again and 
again. Soon he was shredded into tiny pieces all over his floor. Erec only hoped 
that Olwen was no longer alive. 

"Oh, well. It's not here," Baskania said. "I suppose you were right, then." He 
snapped his fingers and disappeared. 
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CHAPTER SEVENTEEN Ghost Ship 


to Avalon 


IT TOOK MOST of the night for the three of them to calm down. Jam was in 
and out of Bethany's mansion with hot compresses, trays of steaming milk, and 
hugs. Erec gagged on the milk and had to run to the bathroom, choking. Jack had 
a glazed look, as if he'd decided to take a vacation from reality. All three of them 
took turns crying and comforting each other. 

"I guess that settles it," Erec said. "The Fates were wrong. 
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There will be no fourth quest. Substance or no Substance." They all decided to 
sleep on Bethany's beanbags. None of them wanted to be alone. 

In the morning Erec felt groggy and stiff, with the sense that he'd had a 
terrible nightmare. After a while he realized that it had been real. The three 
decided to take a walk in the castle gardens for a change of scenery. Normally 
Erec loved the perfect, warm weather Alypium had because of its golden dome, 
even in the middle of winter. But now it all felt wrong. He'd had enough here. 
Going further with the quest did not seem possible, or even remotely desirable. 

"T've got it," he said. "We have a Port-O-Door. Let's take a trip somewhere 
fun. Jack's never been to Upper Earth. You'd love it there, Jack. We'll go 
somewhere relaxing and take a vacation." 

"Great idea." Bethany perked up. "We could use a break. Somewhere warm. 
It's cold in North America now." 


"Maybe we could go to an island in the Caribbean," Erec said. "Or Hawaii. 
I've always wanted to go there." 

"I've heard of Hawaii," Jack said. "Something about ancient kings and magic 
totems." 

"Forget all that," Erec said. "We're going to see the nonmagical part of 
Hawaii. Beaches, tourists, and luaus. I want to go scuba diving and climb a 
volcano." 

"Hey! What about Tahiti?" Bethany hopped on her toes, excited. "That could 
be great." 

"We'll do both!" Erec and Bethany high-fived each other. 

Then Bethany's smile dropped. "Problem. What hotel will let us in--three kids 
without an adult? We'd get hassled the whole way." 

Erec thought a moment then stuck a finger in the air. And with one word, they 
were all grinning again. "Jam." 

"Yeah! He'll definitely come with us!" Bethany relaxed. 
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"Everyone will think we're a bunch of rich kids with our butler taking care of 
us." 

"We are a bunch of rich kids," Erec said. "Don't forget the bags of gold, silver, 
and bronze coins we have. And you're living in a mansion here, remember? Now 
all we have to do is decide what we want to take with us. Who knows? Maybe 
we won't ever come back." 

"We've got to take the Serving Tray," Bethany said. "And your Sneakers, in 
case we want to sneak anywhere." 

"And Wolfboy," Erec added, "and Cutie Pie." 

"Of course." 

Jack thought a moment. "Maybe your mom could give you her glasses. Then 
we could stay as long as we wanted and check in with our families." 

Erec thought about his mother a moment. How could she object to this after 
he'd already been all over the world? It would be a piece of cake after risking his 
life so many times. And Jam would be there to keep an eye on them. That would 
seal it. 

"Of course you'll want to take a few bathing suits and towels," said a voice 
under them, making them jump. The Hermit was sitting cross-legged in a cluster 
of giant daisies, their huge multicolored tops spinning up and landing around his 
face. A large one covered his lap. Erec couldn't tell, but he hoped the Hermit was 
wearing something under the daisy. "And a good book or two. Nice to read by 
the beach." He nodded. "You could stay a long time. A good ten years at least, 
until the world ended and Upper Earth died off. You'd all be about twenty-four 


then. Too bad time ends up going faster than you think." 

Erec scowled. He didn't want to hear it. "That's going to be someone else's 
problem. I'm through with it." 

The Hermit nodded. "It will be someone else's problem. Everyone else's 
problem. Too bad none of them will be able to solve it." 
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"I can't either." Erec pointed at himself, breathing harder. "It's over." 

"It sounds like it is over," the Hermit agreed. "For everyone." 

"Hermit!" Erec punched his palm. "What can I do? You know what happened, 
I'm sure. Baskania searched Olwen Cullwich's house, and..." He couldn't say it. 
"He's gone now, anyway, if I ever had a chance to get that Twrch Trwyth from 
him. Even Baskania's given up." 

The Hermit put a finger to his lips. "Hmm. Who do you trust more, Baskania 
or the Fates? You know how our three girls work. How your cloudy thoughts 
work. Do you trust them? Did you doubt when your cloudy thought told you that 
Bethany would tell Oscar her secret, and Baskania would find it out if you didn't 
stop her?" 

"No. But that was different," Erec said. "I knew that. I don't know this." 

"You decide who to trust. Up to you!" The Hermit pretended to think hard. 
"So, you can trust Baskania, enjoy your vacation, and try to make the next ten 
years good ones, or you can trust the three Fates and do your quest. It's 
dangerous. No guarantee you will succeed or survive. You might be better off in 
Hawaii." 

Erec kicked a rock in frustration. It spun through the air and knocked the top 
off of a wide blue daisy with a yellow center, and sent it whirling into the air. 
Then he growled, "All right. Fine! I'll do it. At least whatever part of it I can. But 
afterward, it's Hawaii." 

There was another reason Erec could not go to Hawaii, when he thought about 
it. Balor Stain was going to blow up the Castle Alypium, and he still had not 
figured out how to stop him. It was time he gave it another try. He sat on his bed 
in the west wing and closed his eyes. 

Soon he was entering the small, dark room in his mind, and 
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the two smaller, darker ones within it. Inside he again saw the box on the 
table, the part of him that knew everything his future had to hold. If only he 
could choose what it showed him. He wanted to see what would happen with 
this crazy, impossible quest. Then again, the Hermit had said he was choosing 
what to show himself. A different part of him was. If only he could make those 
two parts of himself meet and talk. 


He ran his hand over the box, feeling the life pulse within it. Then, bracing 
himself, he opened the shades on the windows of his dragon eyes. 

He was there again. Castle crashing down. People screaming and running. 
This time, before he rounded the corner, he turned back to look where he had 
come from. There he saw himself again, transfixed, holding the scepter. 

He could feel the scepter's power streaming through his body, shooting from 
his fingers and toes. He could do anything at all that he wanted. The scepter 
pulled him closer. Soon he stood right next to the future version of himself, 
admiring the gleaming gold in his hand. He raised a finger to touch it, but it fell 
right through. The scepter, like everything here, was a mirage. 

It was frustrating being so close to the scepter yet so far. He managed to pull 
himself away and walked around the corner to find Balor Stain. 

There Balor stood, holding his bronze whistle and laughing. How could he 
rewind time? Find out what had happened before this moment? He walked up to 
Balor and passed a hand through him, not able to feel a thing. "You menace," he 
said to Balor's image. "I'll figure this out, one way or another." 

Then he closed his eyes and concentrated. Move back time. Push it further. He 
knew it was all in the box. He just had to show it where to go. Think. Back. See 
back... 
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It was working. Everything was a blur, but he could feel that time was going 
where he wanted. Backward. 

Balor was laughing and pointing to the castle. Damon and Dollick were 
behind him. "Look," he said. "It's crumbling." 

The castle begin to crash down. A massive spire trembled, then tipped, falling 
through a roof. 

Balor's face lit with delight. "I love it! Hey, I know, guys." He turned to his 
brothers. "Just the thing to help this along." He picked up his bronze whistle and 
blew it. 

Suddenly, swarms of bronze wraiths flew through the air. One hovered in front 
of Balor, red eyes burning. 

"In there," Balor said, pointing. "Go to it!" 

The bronze ghosts sailed into the castle. Balor watched, laughing, still holding 
his whistle. 

This was where Erec had first seen him. There would be nothing new from 
here. But, just in case, Erec stayed a while longer and watched the castle cave in. 
When it was nearly gone, and he couldn't take it anymore, he pulled the shades 
on the windows and left the small room in his head. 

So, Balor really had called the bronze ghosts there. King Piter had been right 


about his whistle. Now if Erec could figure out how to change the future, not just 
watch it, he'd be set. But he comforted himself with the knowledge that he would 
be there, at least, with the scepter. He would use it afterward to fix whatever bad 
thing happened to the castle. No problem. 

Erec looked in his backpack for the singing crystal that Swami Parvananda 
had given him in India. The Swami had said he knew Erec would need it. He felt 
guilty remembering that. He had 
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wanted to walk away from his quest too easily, give up too fast. 

He picked up the tall, clear crystal. If this was the master of the five Awen, he 
might as well go on the Path of Wonder and find them. The crystal wasn't so 
difficult to get, so maybe the Awen wouldn't be either. How he would ever find 
the Twrch Trwyth, though, was beyond him. 

Jack and Bethany were eating lunch in the west wing dining hall. Erec waved 
to them. "Listen, I've made a decision. I'm going to try to find the five Awen. If 
you guys could help me learn about them first, I'd really appreciate it. But I'd 
like to go on this quest with Jam, I think, if you two don't mind." 

Jack and Bethany shrugged, but neither of them looked happy. "Why is that?" 
Jack asked. "I haven't gone with you since your first quest. And I already took 
the time off with my tutor." 

"I don't know," Erec said. "Just seems like a good idea." He didn't want to 
bring up the real reason for his decision. He had put them--Bethany especially-- 
in enough danger. After she appeared in Artie's house the night when the 
manticore could have shredded them all to bits, he was through jeopardizing her 
life. 

Bethany's lip pushed out, but she didn't say anything. The three of them 
walked to the library tower in silence. Finally, she said what was on her mind. 
"Are you sure you even want me to go to the library with you? Since you're that 
sick of me?" 

"That's not it," Erec protested. "Really. I just--" 

"Don't want to hang out with me anymore. I know." 

"No! I wish you could go. But--" 

Her chin crinkled. "No biggie. I guess I just had us pegged as better friends 
than we really are." 

"Look." Erec gave up pretending. "I do want you to come. But it drives me 
nuts to put you in danger. Please, just this time, wait here for me. I almost lost 
you in Otherness." 
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"And I almost lost you. What's the difference? I'll be fine, Erec." She had 


perked up considerably. 

"The difference is that I have to go, and you don't." 

"This sounds familiar," she said with a hint of a smile. "Isn't that what you 
said to me when we first met? You said you had to go through the sidewalk, into 
the unknown, and I didn't. It was too dangerous for me to risk it." She paused. 
"But remember what I said? I'm going with you. That was the deal. You needed 
my help to get in. And I'm glad I did come. Imagine if I was still stuck there with 
nasty Earl Evirly." 

Just like back then, Erec worried about what would happen to her, but he also 
didn't like the idea of going alone without her. But this time he would stay firm. 
It wasn't the same. "No, Bethany. I'm glad you were with me before. But this 
might be more risky. If something happened to you I'd never forgive myself." 

Carol Esperpento, the librarian, sat at her desk. She lifted her squinting eyes to 
them over the narrow granny glasses that jutted out far from the sides of her 
face. She pointed at the third floor after they asked where they might find books 
about the Awen. "The books must stay here," she warned sternly. 

On the third floor, they found books about the Awen in the sections "The 
Great Magic of Upper Earth," "History Mysteries," and "The Awen of Celtic 
Poetry." 

Jack pulled a book off the shelf called Ah, When? When Were the Awen 
Discovered, and How You Can Discover Them Too. 

"Look at this." Bethany laughed, pointing at a book called Get Your Stinkin' 
Awen Away from Me. She took The Total Loser's Guide to Capturing the Awen 
and Not Losing Your Mind and How the Five Awen Ruined My Life off the shelf 
and sat down. Erec picked up a book called Aptly Named? Awen: Beauties or 
Beasts. 

"Hey, Erec," Jack said. "Bad news, bud. Looks like these Awen 
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are kind of bad luck charms. At least that's what they seem like." He read 
some more. 

"I don't know," Bethany said. "Here it says they hold really powerful magical 
spells made by an ancient druid. But they're stuck where they are. It's really hard 
to collect them...." She ran her finger down the page. "Oh, wait. Unless you have 
a singing crystal. It finds them like a metal detector and draws them in." 

"Yeah." Erec saw the same thing in his book. It looked like bringing back the 
Awen would be easy with the singing crystal. "It says the crystal is the master of 
the Awen. Cool." 

Jack pointed. "The druid who created the Awen was called Bile. He did it by 
capturing huge amounts of power and putting them in really small packages. But 


the things caused a lot of damage. I mean a lot of damage. His whole land was 
ruined. So he made this Path of Wonder, a magic passageway that led to some of 
the most beautiful places on Earth, and he spread the Awen through it." He 
frowned. "That way each of those spots had some of the problems, but they 
weren't all in his place, piled on top of one another." 

"Why didn't he just destroy them?" Bethany asked. 

"Probably too greedy," Erec said. "Seems like all these old sorcerers were. 
Maybe he wanted to use them for something." 

"Or maybe he couldn't destroy them," Jack added. 

They read for a while longer before Bethany said, "Erec, you've got no choice 
about taking us with you. It's impossible otherwise. The only people who have 
succeeded have been in groups, the larger the better." 

Erec found that same information in several places, then he dropped his head 
into his hands. This was not the news he wanted. He was going to have to take 
along a bunch of people to help him. If he put Bethany in danger another time 
he'd never forgive himself. But then again, the Awen had been collected before. 
It was not 
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deadly, he hoped. At least it was possible, unlike getting the Twrch Trwyth 
from Olwen Cullwich or hooking the Awen to it. Maybe it wouldn't be too 
dangerous after all. 

"The druid dumped the first Awen on an island called Avalon, near England," 
Bethany read. "And the Path of Wonder starts there." 

"No problem, then," Erec said. "We'll just have to find Avalon." 

Jam fitted them all with backpacks, slipping the Serving Tray into Erec's. "I 
do wish I could come help you, young sir." 

Erec studied him a moment. "You are coming, Jam. That is, if you're sure 
you're up for more danger." 

Jam's eyes lit up. At the same time, Bethany and Jack looked uneasy. 

"Are you getting rid of one of us?" Bethany asked. 

"No. We're all going together." 

"I thought you couldn't do that," Jack said. "You can only have two other 
people on your quest." 

Erec said with confidence, "This isn't my quest yet. I'm sure of it. It's just 
getting things ready for my quest. I could have ten people help me with this. So 
far I've really done the quests alone, anyway. At least the parts that mattered, that 
made the Amulet of Virtues light up." He thought a moment. "Well, except for 
the second quest. Aoquesth did that one with me." 

He grimaced. "It's all messed up now, anyway. King Piter's triplets were really 


supposed to do these quests, if only they were alive. I still don't get why I was 
chosen. And where those other two are who should be helping. I can't be in 
charge of all three kingdoms myself." 

"Well, if you get one throne, and Balor and Damon Stain take the other two," 
Bethany said, "then try and get Alypium if you can." 

Jack laughed. "If Damon Stain becomes king of Aorth, I'm moving for sure." 

239 

A silence settled over them as they thought about the Stains taking over. "Why 
am I doing this?" Erec asked. "Even if I do become king, the other two thrones 
are open for the taking. I don't see how that will help anything." 

"Well," Bethany said, "we'll just have to find the other two rightful 
rulers...wherever they are." 

The idea was wonderful, having two other people to shoulder his burden. But 
it also sounded impossible. It was easier to think about the task at hand. "It 
seems like the more people helping with the Awen the better. It's a shame Oscar 
can't come. Think Melody would want to join us?" 

Melody Avery had been Bethany's roommate during the contests in Alypium 
last summer. Bethany was still friends with her, and she lived in the apprentice 
boardinghouse in Alypium. Bethany's eyes lit up. "That would be great! I'll go 
find her. She'll be in Paisley Park now with her tutor." Then her eyes narrowed. 
"You better not be trying to lose me. Leave without me and you're dead, buster." 

Erec held his hands up in protest, then Bethany took off. "So?" he said to Jam 
and Jack. "Ready to leave without her?" 

They looked at him quizzically, and he smirked. "Just kidding," he said. 

Bethany and Melody met Erec, Jam, and Jack in a sitting room near the west 
wing Port-O-Door. Melody smiled shyly, her tight black curls draping around 
her dark brown face. "I swore her to secrecy," Bethany said. "She won't tell 
Oscar or anyone else that you're here or where we're going. Her tutor gave her 
time off, and nobody else will know." 

"Thanks for asking me, guys," Melody said. "I'm ready for some adventure." 

"Cool." Erec nodded. 

240 

Jam handed Melody her own backpack and put one on himself. Then he 
passed out winter parkas, scarves, and gloves to everyone. Typical Jam, Erec 
thought. Prepared for everything. They crowded into the vestibule of the Port-O- 
Door and searched the Upper Earth map of Great Britain for Avalon. 

"Cardiff, Oxford, Birmingham, Sheffield. I don't see an Avalon here," Jack 
said. 

"It's an island," Jam said, scanning the ocean. "But I can't find it on this." 


"You won't find it on the map," a bouncy voice piped up behind them. The 
Hermit was dressed in a thick down coat that went down to his sandaled feet, 
and his head was topped with a red stocking cap. Erec had not seen him enter the 
vestibule. Everybody scooted aside and let him through to the map. He touched a 
spot on the Isle of Man, a small island nestled among Northern Ireland, the 
North of England, and Scotland. Then he moved their Port-O-Door to a small 
secluded spot in the north of the island, past the town of Cranstal. 

Cold air blasted them as they walked out onto a rocky beach. Their Port-O- 
Door had shrunk to fit into a boulder near the base of some cliffs that hung 
overhead. In the distance, icicles sparkled on the naked tree branches in a nearby 
glen. Beyond, on a heath, the purple moor grass, heathers, and gorse tossing in 
the wind had turned gray from the cold. A skylark twittered and a seagull 
swooped by, impervious to the cold. 

The ocean before them swelled and sank against the rocks in a fierce rhythm, 
roaring like a tyrant as it came in. The dusky gray sky seemed immense. Erec 
shivered under his parka. It had been a while since he had experienced cold 
weather, and it actually seemed nice, at least with the stark ocean before him. 

The Hermit motioned for them to follow him to the water's 
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edge. He closed his eyes and held a long stick in front of him with both hands. 
An eerie melody spilled from his lips over the roar of the waves. "Am gaeth tar 
na bhfarraige. Am tuile os chinn maighe. Am dord na daithbhe. I am a wind 
across the sea. I am a flood across the plain. I am the roar of the tides." His voice 
rang starkly among the pounding waves. The melody sounded foreign, 
something from an alien world. He paused, and waves drizzled the noise of a 
thousand tiny, tinkling shells. 

The Hermit struck another haunting chord. "Óig dar mhuir, mile laoch lionfas 
ler. Barca breaga bruigfidid. Let these youths float across your ocean, thy 
thousand heroes fill your sea. Bring your magic ships to moor." 

In the distance, a hazy image appeared. It resembled a boat and a cloud at the 
same time. Erec thought it was the sea mist, but as it approached it looked like a 
ghost ship. Wispy figures manned the deck and brought the vessel onto the 
pebbled beach without a sound. 

Erec and his friends followed the Hermit up a plank of blurred wood. 
Although Erec could see the water right through it, the boat felt firm beneath his 
feet. Everybody was quiet and somber as the boat left the shore. Cold mist 
shrouded their faces as they sped away. Soon they could not see the island they 
came from, only swirls of white and the sea below. The figures steering their 
vessel were as hard to make out up close as they had been from shore. Erec 


chose not to look at the--they just made him nervous. 

Bethany wrapped her arms tightly around herself, shivering, and Jam's teeth 
chattered. Only the Hermit looked confident and serene. 

Soon a wooded island loomed into view. It was gorgeous, with lush ferns and 
tangled arbors beyond the small sandy beach. They headed down the plank onto 
the shore. Erec turned to wave thanks, but the boat had vanished. 
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"Is this Avalon?" Erec asked. 

"It is." The Hermit nodded. "You will want to find the druids' cave in the 
center of the island. They will help you find your way." 

"You're not coming with us?" Jack asked. 

"Yes, of course," the Hermit answered with a grin, perfectly aware that his 
answer could be taken either way. 

"Do you mean--?" Jack swung around to ask him, but the Hermit had 
vanished. 
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CHAPTER EIGHTEEN The Singing 
Crystal 


BETHANY SAID, "THAT'S just the way he is. He'll be around when we need 
him." 

They trudged through thickets, shoving their way through ice-covered heather, 
bilberry, and gorse. After pushing through a stand of prickly pines, they found 
themselves in a forest of massive oak trees. Gray sky peeked through the bare 
branches as they walked in silence, scarves around their faces. While everyone 
else's feet sank into 
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the dead leaves and small patches of snow, Erec's Sneakers did not make a 
single footprint. 

As the group walked toward the center of the small island, Erec began to feel 
irate. He could not put a finger on why, but for some reason he was annoyed 
with everyone. Bethany shot him a foul-tempered glance. How dare she! Erec 
raged inside. He went out of his way to let her come here, and this was how she 
repaid him? By being snooty? Even Jam wore a look of long-suffering 
annoyance. Erec rolled his eyes. Why did he bother with these jokers? He should 
have come alone, like he'd planned. Or, even better, not even bothered with this 
stupid quest. How come it always had to be him dealing with everything? What 
did he get out of it? 


Soon they found a cave entrance in the side of a steep hill. After sneering at 
his freezing friends, Erec walked right in. Why bother knocking, he thought. 
After coming all this way, whoever was here had better see him, and now. The 
group pushed their way in after him, jostling one another and trading dirty looks. 

A boy wearing a long gray robe over a floor-length brown tunic appeared with 
a huge oak staff in his hand. He looked like he was about sixteen. Soft brown 
hair tumbled around his face, but his bright blue eyes were narrow slits. 
"America. Alypium. Aorth." He scanned the crowd. "Who said you could barge 
into my home? You think it's a tourist trap? Get your ugly mugs out of here and 
go back home." He pointed out of the cave with a scowl. 

Rage overtook Erec, making him forget he had been annoyed with his friends. 
All his frustration spilled out onto this rude boy. "This is the thanks we get? We 
came all the way out here to do something good, to help people. Something 
important. Not that you would understand anything about that, living in some 
cave." 

"Out!" the boy shouted. "That's it. Out of here. Now." He started herding them 
out the door with his staff. 
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But a boy with sandy blond hair rushed into the room at the front of the cave, 
screaming at him. "You idiot! Is this how you treat our guests? You never do 
anything right. Can't you be nice for once?" He hopped on his feet, fists 
clenched, looking ready to spring. 

This shifted the brown-haired boy's concentration away from Erec and his 
friends. He threw his staff to the floor. "That's it, Dagda. I'm not taking any more 
of your garbage. You don't know your own head from a can of rotten potatoes." 
He shoved Dagda, hard, and the two fell to the floor, tumbling over each other, 
fighting. 

As their fists flew, it took everything that Erec had not to join in kicking or 
pounding one or the other of the boys. He didn't even know who he was siding 
with, they both made him so angry. Jam was clenching his fists too, and Jack 
looked fierce. 

Bethany ran over and kicked the blond boy in his side. "Get up!" she shrieked. 
"You nasty jerks, treating each other like this when we're standing here. We've 
come a very long way, and we don't need this." 

The two boys rose and looked down at her menacingly, clenching their fists. 
"Who are you to come into our home, shout at us, and kick me?" Dagda, the 
blond boy, said. 

Erec stepped in front of Bethany. "If you have something to say to her, you 
better say it to me." He wanted to fight these rude strangers, even though it 


occurred to him it wasn't the right thing to do. 

"Gladly." The dark-haired boy raised a fist. 

But then a girl's voice shouted from the cave entrance. "Look at you, Lugh. 
Nasty as ever." A beautiful girl stood, hands on hips, her gleaming long red hair 
blowing in the wind. 

The boys looked at her bitterly. Even Erec felt angry at her, although he was 
not sure why. "We sent you away, Brigid," Lugh, the dark-haired boy, said. 
"You're not welcome here anymore." 

"You sent Dagda away last week, and now look at him." Brigid pointed at the 
blond boy. 
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Everyone turned to look at Dagda, who faced the crowd, seething like a 
comered animal. He pointed at Erec's group. "Let's get rid of them first, then 
we'll talk about it." 

"No," Brigid said. "I want to hear why they came." She glared at Dagda, then 
looked at Erec as if challenging him to come up with something good. 

Erec tried to collect himself before speaking. This was going terribly. He 
would try to explain that they were supposed to get the help of the druids to find 
the Awen. And then he would tell them that if they were the druids, he was 
terribly disappointed and would give up now rather than have to deal with them 
one more minute.... No, that wasn't right. 

Then Erec's mother's voice echoed through the cave. "Hi, sweetie! Just 
checking up on you, dear. Everything okay?" 

Nobody but Erec could hear her, so they all looked at him, surprised, when he 
shouted, "You again? Just leave me alone! I can't get two things done here 
without you bothering me." He fumed. "After how miserable you made my life, 
changing my looks, not telling me who my father is, or anything about my birth 
mother, and making all my old friends forget I existed, you think you'd cut me a 
break. But no, you just keep right on messing me up." 

June's voice was shaky. "Sorry, then. If that's how you feel, I'll talk to you 
another time." 

"It is how I feel. Go away." 

Everyone snarled at Erec, but Bethany waved it off. "Ignore him," she said. 
"He's an idiot." 

Jam finally provided the introductions. Each word sounded controlled and 
difficult. "We just need to find the Awen and take them away from you." Even 
though Jam tried his best, his words came out sounding negative. Erec waited for 
them to start fighting with Jam. 
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But the three kids in the cave looked stunned. Lugh dropped to the ground and 
hugged his knees to his chest. Brigid approached and looked at them curiously. 
"You'll take them?" 

Erec glared at her. Why was she looking at him like he was some specimen? 
"Steal them from you," he corrected. He wanted to make her angry, for some 
reason. 

But instead she backed up, as if afraid, and hugged herself against the cave 
wall. 

"They can't do it," Dagda spat. "Look at 'em. Bunch a' idiots." 

"Shut up, Dagda," Brigid whispered harshly. "Not now." Then she pointed 
down the tunnel that led deeper into the cave. "Get away, Dagda, Lugh. You'll 
ruin it. Go. Let me help them." 

"Shut up, Brigid," Lugh said. "Don't tell me what to do." 

They started to fight again, but Jam snarled, "We need to take your Awen 
away from you. Will you find it within yourselves to help us?" 

Lugh stood and began to wildly wave his arms in circles, what looked like a 
desperate pantomime. Erec was annoyed, but Lugh and Brigid fell quiet. 
"Backward," he finally said. "Opposites. It's not okay to talk in opposites, that's 
not the way this will work. Get it?" 

"Duh," Erec said. "Then don't talk in opposites. Why would you want to 
anyway?" He turned to his friends to laugh at Lugh for being so stupid. But his 
friends only threw him back mean looks, which made him feel worse. 

"You're being stupid, Erec." Bethany said. "He's trying to give us a clue. If 
you had half a brain cell, you'd figure that out." 

Lugh smirked at Erec and continued. "You are not Erec." He pointed at Erec. 
"This is not a cave." He gestured around the cave. 

Okay, Erec thought. I got it. Let's get on with this dumb game. 

But Lugh seemed less annoying as he spoke. "You are not welcome here, and 
we do not want to help you. We absolutely don't want you 
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to take the Awen, and we won't show you where the Path of Wonder is. If you 
choose to get the Awen, we will make it as difficult as we can, and will certainly 
not reward you." 

So, they wanted to help. That calmed Erec down a bit. Everyone looked more 
relaxed. 

"Why do you have to talk in opposites?" Erec asked. "Are you stupid or 
something?" He wasn't sure why he threw that last bit in, except that it seemed to 
be the case. 

A room full of angry eyes shot at Erec. The response he got filled him with 


rage. How dare they judge him like that? 

With obvious effort, Lugh continued, speaking again in opposites. "I do not 
talk in opposites, because it does not help communicate here. If I did speak in 
opposites, everybody would be very angry with me." He took a breath, 
concentrating. "The Awen here is weak. It did not put a curse on us. The Awen 
on Avalon is not called 'Harmony.' It did not destroy our harmony. 

"We cannot trick it for a while by speaking in opposites. Otherwise the Awen 
makes us helpful and nice." 

His voice calmed Erec, like a warm blanket on a cold day. Why had he 
sounded so shrill before? 

Bethany took a stab at it. "My name is not Bethany Cleary. We are not here to 
take your Awen. We don't want it." She looked satisfied. Erec was glad she 
sounded like herself again, and he wanted to give her a hug. 

"Why don't you always talk in opposites then?" Jack asked. "Not smart 
enough?" 

It took all of Erec's control not to pounce on Jack and fight him. Why did he 
bring Jack along, anyway? How stupid could he be not to speak in opposites, and 
rile everyone up? 

"Do not talk in opposites," Jam instructed him, "or we will not ignore you." 
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Lugh said, "We can talk in opposites all the time. It is possible." He shook his 
head. "We do not save it for important things." He motioned to the cave floor 
and they sat in a circle. "But you can easily get the Awen. It is simple. How will 
you not do it?" 

Erec thought a moment. Was Lugh saying that it would be too hard for them? 
He reached into his backpack and pulled out the singing crystal. 

Lugh, Brigid, and Dagda grinned. Erec could feel the room lighten. 

"That is not a singing crystal." Dagda pointed. "You will not be able to collect 
the Awen with that." 

Brigid looked concerned. "Other people have not come with singing crystals 
and not taken the Awen. But the Awen never came back each time. And we want 
the Awen to return back here, and along the Path of Wonder where they do not 
lie now. It is very easy to keep the Awen from coming back here again." 

So, Erec thought, it was hard to keep the Awen from returning to where they 
started, even if they collected them with the singing crystal. "How can we not 
keep the Awen away from you forever?" he asked. 

"I know." Brigid shrugged. 

Erec thought he might have the answer. The reason people had taken the Awen 
in the past, he supposed, was to hook it to the Twrch Trwyth and become all- 


powerful. They all had died in the process. But he was only doing it to complete 
his quest. So this time might be different. If he could do what he was supposed 
to do and live through it, the Awen could stay locked into the Twrch Trwyth 
forever to hold the Substance together on earth. 

But who was he kidding? How could he do it if everyone else had failed? 
Most of them had been powerful sorcerers, and he could barely do any magic at 
all. Plus, the Twrch Trwyth was long gone. 
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"I know, too," he said. "It's easy. I won't try, though. I won't give it my best 
shot." A new thought came to him. "But there is not a chance that I'll have luck. 
The Fates are against me." 

The kids brightened at this news. "We won't tell you the way, then," Brigid 
said. "The Path of Wonder is short. You must collect the Awen here first, and get 
them as you go out there, not as you come back." 

Dagda nodded, tossing his blond hair over his shoulder. "Take them as you go, 
not on your way back," he agreed. "They are very easy to hold, so you want to 
carry them for as long as possible. And you want to keep as many of them with 
you as you can at the same time." 

Brigid said, "Don't find where they are on your way out along the Path of 
Wonder. They are easy to find, so learn where they are at the last minute." 

Bethany concentrated, getting the negatives straight in her mind. "We will not 
go. Should we not go now or not wait?" 

"Don't go now," Lugh said. "You want to stay here. It will help you to be 
here." 

Erec agreed with that statement. Being here was terrible. He could not wait to 
leave. 

Brigid leaned forward. Her green eyes looked serious. She pointed around the 
room. "Be careless. The Awen are easy to carry. Each one will not impart on you 
its blessing. And when you hold it, the Awen will not have a much stronger 
effect on you." 

The idea of holding one of these things sounded awful. "You must have no 
clue where your Awen is here on the island?" he asked. 

"We don't," Lugh agreed. "Don't follow me. I can't show you now." 

With that backward invitation, they set off. They trooped after Lugh about ten 
minutes, breaking frozen branches along their 
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way. Erec's crystal began to hum like a tuning fork as they neared a bubbling 
stream. Lugh pointed down at a large rock. "It's not under there. Don't remember 
where we are." 


They all looked around, taking note of the scenery. Jam pulled a paper from 
one of the pockets of his formal black coat and jotted a note. 

"Don't lift the rock," Brigid said, pointing. "So you can't see what the Awen 
looks like." 

Erec took a deep breath and tilted the rock upward. His crystal rang in a grand 
sounding chord. Under the stone was a many-sided ball that glistened red. Black 
symbols were printed on each of its many faces. 

"It's not a dodecahedron," Brigid said. "It does not have twelve sides. Not a 
magical number." 

Erec recalled the twelve segments on his amulet and nodded. 

"Touch it," Brigid commanded. Slow on the uptake, Jack reached a finger 
toward it, but she slapped him away with a stern look. 

"Oops," Jack said. 

They walked back to the cave, Erec noting the way they had come. Lugh said, 
"Do not get this Awen at the end of your journey. Now I will not show you 
where the Path of Wonder ends." He motioned them to follow him to another 
cave entrance farther in the woods. This was much smaller, a hole they would 
have to crawl through. 

"Where will this not take us?" Bethany asked. 

"It does not go to an ugly island in the South Pacific that has a name," said 
Brigid. "Then you will not go to Geirangerfjord in Sunnmøre, Norway, the Great 
Wall in China, and the Andes mountains, which are not in Peru, and not in that 
order." 

"Are people happy and content in these places?" Bethany asked. "Do they not 
speak in opposites?" 

Lugh had to consider that question. "The other places each do not have their 
own problems from the Awen placed there." 
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Brigid said, "This is not the order of the Awen." She ticked off her fingers. 
"Not the Awen of Harmony, not the Awen of Knowledge, not the Awen of 
Creation, not the Awen of Sight, and not the Awen of Beauty. They all have the 
same blessings." 

Lugh pointed at Erec's backpack. "Do not get your crystal out now. When you 
do not go through the next exit, you will not be affected by the Awen of 
Knowledge. You will not lose your knowledge. Do not follow your crystal. Do 
not remember to follow your crystal. Do not tell yourselves to do that now, again 
and again." He pointed around the group. "None of you." 

Erec wondered what losing his knowledge meant. But he held his crystal and 
concentrated. Follow this. Follow the crystal. Follow the crystal. 


The others stared at the crystal, deep in thought. Then they thanked Lugh and 
his friends, "No thanks to any of you." "No thanks." And they climbed, one by 
one, through the small tunnel. 

The tunnel was long and rocky, and it hurt Erec's knees. But even though he 
was sore, he felt incredibly better. "Hey, everyone!" he called behind him. "All 
okay now?" 

A chorus of yeahs and cheers erupted through the tunnel. Erec thought his 
own mood was even lighter than usual, probably because of how great it felt to 
have left the Awen of Harmony behind them. "Remember everyone," he said, 
"follow the crystal. I don't know what the next Awen will do to us, but--" Words 
fell away from his mouth as the tunnel exit approached. The landscape was 
beautiful. 

He stopped and sat in the hole of the tunnel exit, unaware that he was blocking 
everyone's way. Beautiful smells from bright and pretty flowers filled the air. A 
waterfall cascaded down a mountainside. Before him spread a sandy beach. The 
weather was hot so he dropped his parka in the sand. 
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His friends pushed out behind him, and soon a pile of coats formed on the 
ground. They all gazed at the beauty around them. A long while later, Erec felt 
hungry. "I want food." 

"So do I," a few others agreed. But they all looked around, unsure what to do 
about it. 

"I want a hamburger," Erec said. Then he smelled a hamburger. The scent 
made him hungry. It was coming from his backpack. He opened it, and a 
hamburger sat on a silver tray. He grabbed the hamburger and started eating it. 

"I want a hamburger," Jack said. He looked in Erec's backpack and saw one on 
a tray and grabbed it. 

"I want one too," Bethany, Melody, and Jam each repeated, and each, in turn, 
found a burger waiting for them, although they had no idea why. 

After eating, Jam said, "I think we're supposed to be doing something." 

All of them agreed, but none could figure out what it was. Their surroundings 
were beautiful, but Erec could not put a finger on why. He looked in his 
backpack again and saw the crystal. 

"Wait a minute," he said. "Follow the crystal." He grinned, holding it up. 

"Follow the crystal!" There were joyous shouts of agreement, but nobody 
seemed to know what to do next. Erec concentrated as much as he could, which 
was difficult. The crystal. Follow it. What did that mean? 

As he held the crystal, it made a humming sound. Then he felt it pull him 
toward the small tunnel opening next to them. He walked forward, holding it, 


and climbed into the tunnel. 

After crawling a little ways in he sat down. What had happened? His usual 
thoughts crowded into his mind again. The Awen of Knowledge had made them 
forget the simplest things. They were 
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lucky that the Serving Tray had given them food, or they might have sat there 
and starved to death. 

He was supposed to follow his crystal to find the Awen on that tropical island, 
and then the next passage along the Path of Wonder. It seemed impossible. For 
starters, the crystal had led him back here, where he had come from. It was 
probably just as attracted to the Awen they had left as the one they would find 
next. Maybe if he jumped out far from the cave entrance and started walking 
with it, then it might take him to the next one. It seemed the only way. 

But he had to get his friends to follow him and take their coats and backpacks, 
too. With intense resolve, he put the words in his head. "Get coats and 
backpacks. Follow me. Get coats and backpacks. Follow me." 

He hurried through the tunnel and took a few steps away from it. "Get coats 
and backpacks. Follow me. Get coats and backpacks. Follow me. Get coats and 
backpacks. Follow me." 

He was not sure why he was saying it, but his friends rose to their feet and 
looked at him in wonder. They picked up the coats and backpacks around them, 
a few grabbing two, and others taking some from one another. Then they trudged 
behind Erec. 

"Get coats and backpacks. Follow me." Erec repeated it like a chant, walking, 
or rather, being pulled by the crystal he was holding. The others behind him 
continued to trade coats and backpacks and walk after Erec like lemmings. 

"Get coats and backpacks. Follow me." The crystal in his hand hummed, led 
him forward. They walked across the beach and behind a huge waterfall. The 
water sparkled as it tumbled down before them, splashing mist on their faces. 

"Get coats and backpacks. Follow me." The crystal pulled him to a pile of 
pebbles, and it made a clear ringing sound. It pointed at a yellow ball with 
writing on it, but he did not know how to read. 
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Should he pick it up? No, nothing was telling him to. He didn't know what to 
do now. Except keep chanting. "Get coats and backpacks. Follow me." 

Behind the shiny yellow ball was a hole in the wall of rock. Erec had gone 
into a hole like that before. He held his crystal toward it and felt a tiny tug. "Get 
coats and backpacks. Follow me." 

His followers traded their coats and backpacks again, then climbed after him 


into the hole. 
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CHAPTER NINETEEN A Proposal 


AFTER CRAWLING A few yards through the rocky tunnel, Erec's head 
cleared. He stopped, and the others did as well. "We better talk now, in here," he 
said. "I don't know what it'll be like the next place we go." 

Everyone tried to sit up as best they could. Jam pulled a notepad from his 
pocket. "I wrote down the places we're going and the order of the Awen." 
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Bethany smiled. "Always prepared. Thanks, Jam." 

"I wasn't prepared for that Awen of Knowledge. Truly sorry, modom." 

"That was pretty powerful magic," Erec said. "I'd be shocked if you could 
have done much about that." 

Jack looked down at his stomach. "Did I eat a hamburger?" 

Erec bit his lip. Jack must have forgotten he was a vegetarian. 

Jam read from his list. "The places--Avalon, where we started. Then an 
unnamed island in the South Pacific." 

"I know why it doesn't have a name," Jack said. "Nobody there could think to 
name it." 

"I don't think anyone could survive there," Melody said. "They'd forget how to 
get food and water." 

"I didn't see any animals there," Bethany agreed. 

"Next we will be in Geirangerfjord in Sunnmgre, Norway," Jam said. "It's cold 
there. Thank you for making us take our coats, Erec." 

Erec laughed. "After I was back on the island, I didn't even know what I was 
saying. I guess the trick was to put a phrase in my head and just keep repeating it 
out loud. You guys did whatever I said." 

"It's funny," Jack said. "I had no idea what else to do. I was just glad you had a 
clue." 

"We'll have to remember that trick on the way back," Melody said. 

Erec thought about that. The way back. They would have to pick up the Awen 
of Knowledge and find their way back to the other cave. How in the world 
would they do that? 

"This is going to be rough," Bethany said. "Remember Brigid said the Awen 
would have a much stronger effect on us when we're carrying them." 
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There was silence as they each thought how difficult it would be. "Where do 
we go after Norway?" Erec asked. 


Jam read, "The Great Wall of China--I've always wanted to see that--then the 
Andes Mountains." 

"What are they?" Jack asked. 

"The Great Wall runs through China," Erec said, "a country in Upper Earth. 
It's supposed to be beautiful, but it's really long. Like a thousand miles or 
something." 

"Four thousand one hundred and sixty miles," Bethany recited. "Six thousand 
five hundred kilometers." Then she glanced around shyly. "Sorry, I tend to 
remember numbers." 

"I don't remember why it was built," Erec said. 

"Why, to protect the ancient empire," Jam said. "And the Andes Mountains 
run through the west side of South America. We will be in Peru, home of the 
ancient Incas. A lot of magic still exists there, I heard." 

"Wait a minute." Bethany frowned. "So there is magic on Upper Earth. Avalon 
is in Upper Earth--because we got there from the Upper Earth map in the Port-O- 
Door. All the places where the Awen are have magic. At least they have the 
Awen, and it sounds like they have other magic too." 

Erec remembered the Pro and Contest, the second contest in Alypium last 
summer. A man in one of the movies thought remote areas in Upper Earth still 
had magic. Well, he was right. 

Erec thought about what they would face next. They had to be prepared this 
time. "What is the next Awen, Jam?" he asked. 

He looked at his list. "Harmony and Knowledge are behind us. Next is 
Creation, then Sight and Beauty." 

"Creation?" Melody said. "I wonder what that one will do." 

"Doesn't sound good," Bethany said. "If Harmony caused us to feel the 
opposite of harmony--" 
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"Discord," Jam added. 

"Yes, discord," Bethany said. "And Knowledge made us have the 
opposite...made us forget everything. Then Creation--" 

"Causes destruction," Erec said. 

It looked dark when they peered out the hole, so they decided to sleep inside 
of the tunnel. It seemed safer to approach this next Awen well-rested, and they 
were unsure what would befall them when they stepped out into the Norwegian 
fjords. Erec asked the Serving Tray to produce huge marshmallows for each of 
them to use as pillows, and they managed to get comfortable in their downy 
parkas on the rock. Jack asked him for another marshmallow pillow after he 
ended up eating his. "Sorry," he explained. "I was hungry." 


When light flooded into the tunnel the next morning, they woke one another 
and sat up. 

"Any ideas before we climb out?" Erec asked. 

"Well, we shouldn't lose our minds this time," Bethany said. "And we should 
be able to get along together. I guess we'll see what destruction does to us." 

When they climbed out of the cave, the group was so overwhelmed with the 
devastating beauty before them they almost did forget everything else. But this 
time Erec felt completely himself, just like he had in the tunnel, with all his 
thoughts focused on what came next. It was a great feeling after being near the 
last two Awen. 

They were standing on a small plateau at the edge of a huge forest that ran up 
the side of a steep hill. Pines and bare-branched, massive spruce trees grew in 
scattered stands nearby. The sky was the kind of blue that made Erec's heart sing. 
On the other side of their path, a stark cliff dropped straight into a fjord, a fat 
water inlet 
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that rolled in from the sea. Across the winding Geirangerfjord, more 
mountains shot high into the air like tall slices of chocolate cake topped with 
spruce tree sprinkles. 

"So this is Norway," Bethany said in awe. 

"Geirangerfjord. In Sunnmøre." Jam nodded, gazing around, stupefied by his 
surroundings. 

Bethany pointed down to the water. "So that's a fjord?" 

"I believe it is, modom. They were carved out by glaciers aeons ago." 

They pulled their parkas around them. It was freezing, but it didn't feel too bad 
with the scarves and hats that Jam had put in their backpacks. 

"Everyone okay so far?" Erec asked. 

Everybody felt fine. Erec took out his singing crystal. "Show us the way." At 
first the crystal pulled him back toward the tunnel that they had come from, so 
he walked with it in a new direction. Then he felt another tug, pulling him down 
a dirt path. 

As they trooped in single file, Erec felt a rumbling in the ground. Startled, he 
looked around. "Do you feel that?" 

"Yeah," Melody said. "Is it a glacier coming?" 

They didn't see any glaciers in the fjord. "I hope it's not an earthquake," 
Bethany said. 

The rumbling soon turned into shaking as they tramped down the path. Large 
chunks of earth started breaking off from where they were walking and tumbled 
down the cliff below. 


"Aagh!" Melody screamed, clutching at the tall grasses growing by the path. 
The ground had broken away from under her, leaving her dangling with one foot 
on the path and the other waving over a gap. 

Jam swung his backpack toward her, keeping his arm through one of the 
straps. "Grab it, modom." 

261 

Melody let go of the grasses with one hand and latched her arm around the 
other strap. Jam swung her onto the path next to him. 

She had tears in her eyes. "Thank you, Jam." 

He was embarrassed. "Of course, modom." 

The farther they ventured down the path, the more rifts appeared in it. Soon 
the path disappeared completely, leaving only jagged dirt islands hovering on the 
remains of the slope. They hopped from one to the next, careful of slipping. 
Erec's singing crystal continued to pull them farther into what was quickly 
becoming a treacherous passage. Small tables of earth were perched on dirt 
pedestals high in the air, and none of them seemed stable. 

A low rumble grew louder, and the small patch Erec stood on began to shake. 
"Watch out!" Bethany shouted, pointing up. A huge boulder was bouncing down 
the steep hill above them. Jam yelped, then leaped over a rift onto the cracked 
dirt where Erec stood. The boulder smashed right where Jam had been, taking 
the entire piece of cliff down with it. 

Shaken by the near miss, they moved slower, stepping carefully over yawning 
crevices and chasms. Far below, the fjords washed away all evidence of the 
destruction from above. 

"This was a good place to put the Awen of Creation," Bethany said. "At least 
there aren't people out here for it to hurt." 

"Cept for us," Jack muttered. 

Finally, the singing crystal led Erec to an immense cave that looked like it had 
been blown out of the side of the cliff. The wide, round cave had a roof and 
walls, but it had no floor, only the sea channels racing about a mile below them. 
In the center stood a small round perch, just big enough to support several 
people. Some kind of bird's nest rested in its center. 

The perch was supported only by an arm of earth reaching from the cliff side 
below. A single, scraggly footpath led from where they 
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stood to the center perch. It was a thin wedge of dirt atop a narrow ledge. 

Erec's crystal pulled him toward the center. "Stay here," he said. "I don't know 
if this will support all of us. Let me just make sure the Awen is in there." 

He took a few steps out on the path, then felt something shaking under his 


feet. He hurried forward, but the dirt under him was turning. He tripped, 
grabbing the earth to break his fall and straddled it under him. A large chunk fell 
away behind him. He scrambled onto the center perch and waved at the group 
facing him across the divide, showing them he was okay. 

The singing crystal rang a brilliant note. In a huge abandoned nest rested a 
black dodecahedron. Sunlight gleamed off its many sides, making the black 
carved markings on them barely visible. 

Taking this thing out of here would not be easy. Erec backed away fast, then 
carefully trod down the thin dirt path to cross the ravine. As soon as he stepped 
over a new break in the path, a loud crack sounded, then another. Huge chunks 
of earth fell away before and behind him. He crawled across what was left of the 
trail, hopping over the gaps. 

When he neared the end, eight hands were reaching for him. He let them drag 
him onto solid ground. When he looked back, the thin trail of dirt had fallen 
away, leaving just wedges, like steppingstones. 

Erec held the crystal out, ignoring its pull back to where he had come from. 
After walking awhile he felt a new tug. Soon, before them opened another small 
stone tunnel. 

When they were all safely inside the passageway, they rested against its stone 
walls. "That was terrible," Melody said. "I think that was the worst of all." 

"I'm not sure," Jam said. "The Awen of Knowledge put us in just 
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as much danger. The only difference is that we were not aware of it at the 
time." He drummed his fingers, thinking ahead as always. "We're going to need 
some rope when we go back there. A lot of rope, I think." 

"What's next?" Jack sounded uncertain, still shaken by all the avalanches. "I 
can't wait to hear." 

"The Awen of Sight," Jam said. "At the Great Wall of China." 

"T've always wanted to see the Great Wall of China," Bethany said, excited. 
"Even though the last Awen was terrible, the fjords were amazing." 

"I'm not sure you'll get to see the Great Wall," Erec said. "Considering the 
Awen of Sight is there. I can imagine we won't see much." 

"Maybe it's just our insight that will be damaged. Or our foresight," Melody 
said. 

"We'll just have to see," Jam said. "But I say we take out the Serving Tray and 
have some lunch before going on." 

They passed the tray around, sharing what amounted to a feast, then put it 
back into Erec's backpack. After crawling through the tunnel, they stepped out 
into a dense fog. Mists whirled around them. They unzipped their parkas, feeling 


too warm. Erec took his off, but the wind quickly chilled him and he put it back 
on again. It seemed to be under fifty degrees, but much warmer than Norway had 
been. 

A lone ginkgo tree towered over them, but beyond that, all was blurred. Erec 
took his singing crystal out and let it tug him forward. "Follow me," he called. 

The group wound in a tight trail down a grassy hill. Soon, a huge dark shadow 
hovered before them. Erec wasn't sure if it was the Great Wall of China itself or 
some castle or fortress. It might have been a giant storm cloud that reached down 
to the ground. Hearing 
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chattering voices, he steered closer and could make out human forms walking 
through the mist. 

He called out to them, "Hello? We're visitors here. Is the Great Wall of China 
here?" 

There was no response. As Erec walked closer to them, the mists closed 
around him, making it harder to see. Only when he was practically on top of 
them could he make out who they were. 

Three hunched old figures walked slowly, batting long canes against the 
ground in front of them. Two were women and one was a man who had short 
gray hair poking from under his cap. They were toothless and wrinkled, and they 
stood still, peering back and forth in the fog with closed eyes. 

One of the women started to speak in hushed tones. Erec could not understand 
a word of the language she spoke, but he had the feeling she was wondering 
about the noise he made. 

"Hello?" he said quietly, standing at her side. 

She jumped back in terror, eyes still shut. 

"Do you, by chance, have some rope, modom?" Jam asked her. 

The woman gaped around her, eyes shut, confused. 

"She's blind," Bethany said. "They all are." 

"And they can't understand English, it seems," Jam said. "I think we best leave 
them alone. We're frightening them." 

Erec let his crystal pull him toward the towering shadow, and his friends 
followed. "I hope when we get this Awen out of here, they'll be able to see 
again." 

"I wonder why we can see here and they can't," Jack said. 

"Maybe we'd become like that too, after a while." Erec said. The singing 
crystal pulled him farther until the darkness morphed into a humongous stone 
wall. Wedges of earth and mortar cemented the stones in place. It towered over 
twenty feet tall, but more impressive, it blended as far as they could see into the 


mist around them. 
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"This must be it." The crystal pulled him to a crack in a stone. Erec tugged at 
it, and a rock came out in his hand. A beautiful chord rang from his singing 
crystal. Under the rock rested another dodecahedron, a few inches in diameter 
like the others. This one seemed to glow an eerie blue, though Erec could not be 
sure. When he looked at it, his vision fuzzed. 

He placed the rock back and let the crystal pull him farther. "Stay with me," he 
called. Each of them held the shirt of the person who walked in front of them. 
Erec took the lead. Soon they reached the small entrance of a rocky tunnel cut 
into the side of a grassy hill. 

After a brief rest in the tunnel, they climbed out onto a perch in the mountains. 
It was hot, so they all dropped their coats by the tunnel entrance. Bethany 
pointed out that it was summer in the southern hemisphere now. Erec was glad to 
be able to see what was happening around him again. 

"Where are we, Jam?" 

"The Andes Mountains in Peru." 

Something seemed odd, although Erec could not put a finger on it at first. He 
knew that Bile, the powerful old druid who had invented the Awen, had designed 
the Path of Wonder to pass through his favorite places. But something about this 
place did not seem as majestic as the others. 

Erec checked off a list in his mind. Craggy brown mountains reaching for the 
sky? Yes. Bright blue overhead with fluffy white clouds? Yup. Wooded hillsides, 
a condor swooping in the sky, snowcapped ridges above, and tropical forests in 
valleys below? Uh-huh. Well, then, what was wrong? 

A bright orange bird perched on a rock, staring at them, its head tilted. 
Something was also wrong with this parrot, or whatever it was. It just looked... 
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Ugly. The bird looked hideous. The whole setting was somehow plain and 
disappointing. "I don't get it," Erec said. "I thought the Andes mountains were 
supposed to be beautiful." 

"T'm sure they are," Jam said. "Just not in this spot. The Awen of Beauty is 
close by. It wouldn't affect the whole mountain range." 

When Erec looked farther in the distance, he could see that the mountains 
were, indeed, beautiful. But everything close by looked unappealing. Well, he 
thought, if this was the only problem they would have with this Awen, he could 
handle that. This one must be the easiest to deal with. 

Erec let his singing crystal lead him along a path carved into the 
mountainside. It felt good walking on solid ground without worrying about 


crashing into fjords a mile underfoot. He looked back to make sure everyone was 
okay, then tripped and stumbled when he caught sight of them. His friends 
looked terrible. Erec stopped and swung around, concerned. 

"Are you all okay?" It didn't seem so. Bethany's cheeks and forehead swelled 
with blotchy red marks and sores. Her hair hung oddly, the left half drooping 
into her face. Jam looked sick, his skin pallid. Dark circles ringed his sunken 
eyes. Jack looked red and shiny. His skin seemed drawn tightly over his face, 
and his lips bulged like sausages. Melody's skin was covered with strange 
growths, and her features had changed so that she looked like a male wrestler. 

What was happening to them? Erec wondered. Were they allergic to 
something? 

A horrified expression bloomed on Bethany's distorted face. She squealed, 
"What is wrong with you? You look awful. Are you sick?" 

Erec touched his face. It felt normal. "You all look pretty bad too." They all 
looked at one another, screeching and jumping. "Hey, guys." Erec was glad at 
least his voice sounded normal. "Let's try to keep our eyes on the path so we 
don't have to see each other too 
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much. It's just the Awen of Beauty. No big deal." He turned around, glad to be 
facing forward with everyone else behind him. 

Soon they approached a village. Small circular homes with round stone walls 
were topped with thatched roofs of dried grasses. People spinning wool, husking 
beans, chewing on sugarcane, and tethering unkempt llamas outside their homes 
stopped what they were doing. Crowding around Erec and his friends, they 
pointed, laughing, but Erec could not understand their language. 

Erec was sure they were giggling at how awful he and his friends looked. But 
then he got a better view of the villagers. Most of them were shorter than he was. 
The men wore colorful ponchos with bright geometric designs, and the women 
wore bright loose skirts and blouses. Beads and pendants hung around their 
necks. Yet they were so badly put together they were difficult to look at. Their 
skin seemed to hang off their frames at odd angles. Noses bulged sideways, 
black teeth jutted forward, scars and warts covered most visible skin. Each was 
so unpleasant to look at that Erec had to keep shifting his gaze from one to the 
next. 

"Hi," he announced. "We're traveling through, on a quest for something 
hidden near here. Have you heard of the Awen?" He wondered if the villagers 
had any idea why they all looked the way that they did. 

The villagers seemed not to understand, but they crowded around Erec and his 
friends, reaching out craggy hands and touching them. Erec began to feel 


uncomfortable in the crowd and stepped away, pushing a few hands aside. 

Some of the villagers pulled a man from one of the houses and shoved him 
forward toward Erec. The man looked just as awful as the others in the village. 

He shook Erec's hand. "I Hakan. I Englis." It took some thought for Erec to 
decipher from his heavy accent that he was saying he 
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spoke English. "I from Ollantaytambo, near Urubamba. We talk Quechua. I 
know English from tourist in Ollantaytambo." 

Erec was fairly sure that this village would not get many tourists. Tour guides 
would probably want people to come away thinking how beautiful the Andes 
were. Not only were the people here difficult to look at, but the village was stark 
and unappealing. 

Hakan nodded his head a few times. "You eat?" 

"Um, okay." Erec wasn't looking forward to whatever food they produced, but 
he did not want to be rude. 

Shouts in Quechua resulted in people running in different directions, excited. 
Soon Erec and his friends were presented with steaming bowls of quinoa laden 
with potatoes, beans, and corn. It looked terrible, but it actually tasted delicious. 
Erec found that if he closed his eyes when he was eating, it was a truly 
wonderful experience. 

Hakan explained that this village had a curse. They had offended Pachamama, 
the Earth Mother spirit, and she had taken their beauty away from them. Hakan 
said that he once looked nice, but after spending time with the villagers here, he 
too had been affected. He still managed to fall in love and settle down. "Love 
deeper than looks." He pointed at Erec and said it again. 

They thanked the people and talked about moving on. Erec would be glad to 
take the Awen of Beauty away from this place. Soon they might experience life 
differently, see the mountains around them as they were meant to be seen. 

Jam paused. "Do you kind people have some rope we might take with us?" 

Erec was glad that Jam had remembered to ask. He was sure that some rope 
would come in handy when they were back in Norway with the Awen of 
Creation. It was strange, here in the summer heat in Peru, to think that he had 
just been in freezing Norway. 
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Hakan spoke in Quechua to the villagers. Soon they were shouting, giggling, 
and slapping each other on the backs. Hakan turned to Erec with a grin. "We 
have rope. You can have. But trade. Rope for you." 

"Rope for me?" Erec repeated, shaking his head to show he did not 
understand. 


Hakan pointed at a girl who stood under a thatched roof of one of the nearby 
homes. "That Chinpukilla. She like you lot. She need marry now. Want you 
marry." 

Erec choked. Never mind the fact that Chinpukilla looked like a cross between 
Godzilla and a slimy giant slug. Never mind that he would sooner kiss Tina, his 
many-eyed Hydra friend, than this human. Regardless of all that, Erec was not in 
the market to get married. He was a bit young. And staying here, or carting his 
new wife around with him, was not an option. 

"I...don't think so." He put his hands up in front of him. "I mean, no offense, 
but--" 

"Chinpukilla love Rec. She never see so beautiful man ever." 

Bethany made a gagging sound near Erec. 

"Thanks for the vote of confidence, Bethany," he said. 

"Not like any of us look good now," she said. 

It was true. Erec knew he must look terrible. But compared to these people, 
living near the Awen of Beauty for their whole lives, he probably looked like a 
movie star. 

A man walked forward with a stern look, calling out something in Quechua. 
Hakan said, "This Qhawana. He Chinpukilla father. You new father." 

"Not so fast," Erec said. "I can't get married. I'm sorry." 

Hakan spoke to Qhawana and then said to Erec, "We give you rope, three 
llama, and new house. Okay?" 

"No!" 
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Hakan and Qhawana had a quiet conversation. Erec was glad he could not 
understand them. Then Hakan said, "Rope, four llama, house, and corn patch. 
Final offer." 

"Think hard, Erec," Bethany said. 

Jack laughed. "Drive a harder bargain, dude. Maybe you can get them to 
throw in a little money, too. Hey, that's an idea. Maybe we could trade you for 
the rope, some money, and some more of that great stew. Sounds like a fair trade 
to me." 

"Shut up." 

Hakan looked like he was considering Jack's words. Erec said, "I'm not getting 
married. Sorry. Could you give us the rope anyway? We're trying to take this 
Awen away and help you out." 

"Awen?" Hakan looked confused. "No marry, no rope." 

Jam bowed to Hakan. "Sir, we will think about your kind offer. We must go 
now on our errand. When we come back we will discuss it." 


After they left, Jam said, "They have rope. Now we just need a plan to get it 
from them." 

"But first, the Awen of Beauty," Erec said. They followed the singing crystal 
around the mountainside into an area that looked even uglier than what they had 
just seen. "It must be this way." 
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CHAPTER TWENTY The Awen of 


Creation 


NASTY STEEL-GRAY ROCK jutted up on either side of the barren path. 
Erec tried not to look at his friends; their features were becoming coarser and 
more disturbing. He knew he must look awful as well, but at least he felt fine. 

The singing crystal's pull grew stronger, leading him to a small hole in a rocky 
ledge under an orchid tree. The tree was in bloom, but its flowers looked like 
droopy red welts. Erec felt sick looking at it. 
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Right inside the hole sat a shining green dodecahedron. Black symbols 
gleamed from its twelve faces. Although the chord ringing from his singing 
crystal sounded clear and beautiful, the Awen itself looked nasty. 

Fear gripped Erec for a moment. He had yet to touch one of the Awen. Would 
it permanently affect him? Well, there wasn't much choice, and he'd come a long 
way. He reached in and grabbed it, but it would not move from its spot. 

Erec remembered that Lugh had said removing the Awen was almost 
impossible without the singing crystal. He had called the crystal the master of 
the Awen. So Erec touched his crystal to the Awen of Beauty. That did the trick. 
The green twelve-sided object rose from its crevice, lifted by the tip of the 
crystal into the air, and then dropped into Erec's hand. 

Erec felt a rush of satisfaction. He had done it! This quest was possible after 
all. Soon all of these cursed places would be fixed again. 

He spun around with a grin. Melody looked at him and screamed, and 
Bethany gagged and fainted. Jack, after one glance at Erec, retched several times 
into the grass. All of them looked even worse than before, so Erec figured he 
must too. 

Jam turned away, a hand out as if to ward off the sight of Erec. His voice 
shook. "Are you okay, young sir?" 

"I'm fine," Erec said. "I look that bad?" 

Jam nodded, facing away. "Put the Awen in your backpack, if you please. 
Maybe that will help." 


Erec dropped the green glowing dodecahedron into his backpack. "Any 
better?" 

After a quick glimpse, Jack said "no" and threw up again. 

"How bad can I look?" Erec asked. It seemed impossible to look bad enough 
to cause the reactions his friends were having. 
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Melody's hand sheltered her face from him. "Let's just say the new you 
features a lot of pus, bones, and bugs." 

Erec's hands flew to his face without thinking. What he touched felt nothing 
like a face at all. But at least it didn't hurt him. "I'll walk ahead of you so you 
won't have to see me." 

"Don't look at his back, either," he heard Bethany say, choking. 

As they followed Erec's footsteps up the path, Erec's mom's voice echoed 
around him. "Listen, Erec. I'm really upset ab--" She gasped, then screamed. 
After some sputtering, Erec heard nothing else. 

"Mom?" There was no answer. She must have taken the glasses off. 

Then her voice reappeared and she gagged, crying. "What happened to you? 
Oh, Erec!" 

He stopped and covered his face. "Don't look at me, Mom. Just listen to my 
voice. I'm fine. I just look bad because I picked up this Awen. It will go away. I 
promise." He thought back to the last time they had talked, and he said, "I'm 
really sorry about what I said to you before. There was another Awen there 
making everyone angry. I didn't mean any of it." 

Erec heard her breathing hard. She spoke slowly, "Well, I'm glad you're not 
mad. Are you sure you're not hurt?" 

"I'm fine. Just forget what you saw here. It's not real. Okay? I'll talk to you 
later." 

She murmured something and then was gone. 

Jam said, "I think getting the rope may be easier than we thought. Do you 
agree, Erec? Maybe young Chinpukilla will be less inclined to marry you now." 

Erec laughed. "I'll tell her I agree to the wedding. See what she thinks." 

When they got to the village, Erec paused and let the others go ahead of him. 
He heard Jam explain to Hakan how much they needed the rope and how Erec 
had agreed to marry Chinpukilla. 
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"But I warn you," Jam said. "Your curse here is not affecting him well at all." 

When Erec walked into the village, people ran away, screaming. Chinpukilla 
put her hand over her mouth and ran off like she was being hounded by dogs. 

Sweating, Hakan said to Jam, "You must take him away. He will bring greater 


curse. He not stay here." 

Jam looked like he was considering the suggestion. "Are you sure Chinpukilla 
will get over it?" 

Chinpukilla was now shrieking to the mountains. 

"Yes, yes." Hakan nodded. "Take him away." 

Jam scratched his chin. "Hmm...I suppose we could, if you give us a lot of 
rope." 

"Yes. Rope." Hakan rushed into the village. Soon everyone was carrying coils 
of rope out to them. "Please, take." Erec and his friends grabbed as much as they 
could carry and then headed toward the tunnel. 

"Thank you," Jam said as he left. "I think your Earth Mother spirit will forgive 
you for doing such a good deed." 

The singing crystal pulled Erec ahead toward the rocky tunnel leading back to 
the Great Wall of China. He grabbed his parka and climbed in first, facing away 
from everyone else, and hanging his hood over his head to shield himself from 
their view. 

Still, groans echoed in the tunnel behind him. "I think we all look a lot worse 
now," Bethany said. "I mean, nothing near as bad as Erec." Then after a pause 
she called ahead, "Sorry, Erec." 

"It's okay," he said. "Just as long as it goes away eventually." 

They passed around the Serving Tray, but this time they did not share the food 
it produced with each other. All of them ate with their eyes closed, which was 
the only way they could enjoy their 
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meal. The Awen of Beauty made their food look bad, and looking at each 
other was enough to turn their stomachs. 

"Maybe we should talk with our eyes closed too," Melody said, relieved. 

"Great idea," Bethany agreed. "Hey, Melody, could I ask you a favor?" 

Suddenly, Erec remembered what Melody's gift was. He knew what Bethany 
was about to ask her for, and he fully approved. 

"Yeah?" Melody asked. 

"Could you play us something? This trip has been a little intense. And we 
don't know what tomorrow holds. It would be so nice and relaxing. If you don't 
mind, I mean." 

Everyone born in the Kingdoms of the Keepers had a magical gift. Erec's gift 
was his cloudy thoughts, and Bethany's was her mathematical ability. Jack could 
talk to animals, and Jam was always prepared. Melody's gift was exceptional. 
She could produce the most beautiful music Erec had ever heard. 

Soon, a mesmerizing, gorgeous refrain filled the tunnel. Erec immediately 


relaxed. The visual horrors of the day were washed away. He snuck a glance and 
saw one of Melody's legs sawing over the other like a bow across a violin and 
her arms and fingers waving through the air. He looked away quickly so nobody 
would see his face, and also because she appeared grotesque with the Awen of 
Beauty nearby. But with his eyes closed, the music was sweet and perfect. The 
sounds of violins, oboes, harps, and bells swelled together in perfect harmony. 
Erec remembered that she could make sounds from even the flutter of her 
eyelids. 

After the concert they all felt considerably better. "Thank goodness the Awen 
still lets us hear beauty in music," Jam said. 

Bethany yawned. "I think we should get some sleep. Tomorrow's going to be 
rough, I think." 
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"I wish we could see what people back in the village look like now that we 
took their Awen of Beauty away," Jack said. "They're probably celebrating." 

"And thankful that they sent all their bad luck away with Erec," Bethany said. 

They made themselves comfortable on their down parkas, and Erec asked the 
Serving Tray for big marshmallow pillows for everybody again. One glimpse at 
the pillows made him disgusted. They were full of gloppy green goo, but they 
felt comfortable. When he closed his eyes he fell fast asleep. 

Erec awoke the next morning to shrieks and shouts. Someone had awakened 
and screamed upon seeing the others, which had set off a chain reaction. He 
glanced back to see what was going on, but then everyone's screams turned into 
sounds of full-fledged terror and gagging. 

"Sorry." He looked the other way, putting his hood over his head. "At least 
where we're going next we won't see each other so well." 

"That's a relief," he heard Jack say behind him. 

Erec remembered the way to the crevice in the Great Wall, even though the 
singing crystal was pulling him there anyway. He was glad the mists blocked 
everything, including his face, from view. It wasn't far. Soon, the immense 
shadow of the Great Wall of China loomed before him. 

"I really hope I can see this someday when the fog is gone," he said. "I'm sure 
it's amazing." 

"Tt must be," Bethany said, "if that druid guy, Bile, picked this spot for his 
precious Awen." 

Erec jiggled the rock, and again a piece came out in his hand just as his 
singing crystal struck a chord. Behind it was a hazy blue 
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glow. If he squinted at it he could see that it had sides, another dodecahedron. 


He pulled it, but it did not budge from where it was wedged. Then Erec 
remembered and touched his crystal to it. The blurry blue object rose in the air at 
the crystal's tip. He brought it over his hand and let it fall. 

All went black. There was not even the hint of shape or color around him. 
Erec froze. "Guys? You okay?" 

"Yeah, sure," he heard Jack say. "'Cept my vision just got worse when you 
pulled that thing out. Hard to tell for sure through the fog, but the wall looks like 
a big blur." 

"I can't see anything,” Erec said, still frozen. "It's solid black." 

He could hear discussion around him. Some voices seemed nearer than others. 
Jam sounded close. "If young sir cannot see holding the Awen of Sight, I will 
gladly be the one to carry it." 

"Thanks, Jam. But I'm okay." Right now, swamped in complete blackness, 
Erec just wanted to see a glimpse of what was around him again. But he dragged 
everyone here along with him. It was only right that he should have to bear the 
burdens of the Awen. 

A strange noise came from nearby. It gave Erec the chills, not knowing what it 
was. Then he heard Jack say, choking, "I can't handle this. Don't walk over here, 
guys. I just threw up again. I mean, you'd think it would be better not being able 
to see you as well. But it's worse. I just got a glimpse of Erec, and it was like this 
distorted, rotting, worm infested corpse-thing coming at me through the mist." 

"Time for me to enter a beauty contest, sounds like." Erec said. "Maybe I 
should compete against Baskania." 

"Yeah, you win, hands down." Bethany's voice was choked. "Sorry. I see what 
Jack's saying. Problem is, it's so hard to see, I can't stop looking at you by 
accident. Not like looking at anybody here is fantastic now." 
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Jack sounded annoyed. "It's not fair for you to carry the Awen of Sight, Erec. 
You're the worst one to look at. Someone else should get to have it. It would be a 
relief to be blinded if it means I don't have to see you again." 

A spurt of laughter popped from Erec's mouth at the idea that he looked so bad 
his friends might fight over who got to be blinded near him. Unfortunately, the 
sudden laugh must have made everyone glance his way because he heard more 
screams, moans, and throwing up. 

"I'm happy to give this to someone else," Erec said. "You want it, Jack?" 

There was a pause. "You sure nobody else wants it?" Jack's voice said. "I'm 
happy to take it." 

"Go ahead," everyone murmured. 

Jam unzipped Jack's backpack and put Erec's hand over its large pocket. 


"Now drop it, young sir," Jam said. 

The minute that the blue dodecahedron left his hand, vision sprang back to 
Erec's eyes. But he did not have quite the vision he'd had before. He could see 
what the others were describing. Even though he was right next to the Great 
Wall, the stones were blurred and distorted. Jam's red, puffy face seemed to pop 
out in odd blurs through the mist. It was a frightening effect, and he could 
imagine how bad looking at himself must have been. 

Jack stood still. "I can't see anything." 

"Yeah, I know," Erec said. "It's pitch-black when you're carrying that thing. 
We'll have to lead you out of here." 

"Yeah," Jack said. "But it's still a relief that I'm not going to see Erec's face 
again." He gagged, remembering it. "Hey, no offense, Erec, but could someone 
else lead me out of here?" 

"I think this is a good time to use the rope," Jam said. "We'll 
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need it for sure in Norway, with the earth cracking away under our feet, 
especially since we can't see well anymore." 

That's right, Erec thought. He would have to climb over a crumbling abyss to 
pick up the Awen of Creation without being able to see well. Chances were, the 
entire cavern would crumble into the sea a mile below after he picked the thing 
up. He wasn't sure how they would use the rope, but they definitely needed a 
plan. 

Jam, as usual, proved amazingly helpful. He laid out the ropes and knotted the 
longest two segments together. With his eyes closed, Jam handed one end of the 
rope to Erec. "Wrap this twice around your chest, under your arms, and I'll knot 
it securely at your back." He then measured out four feet of rope and told 
Bethany to wrap the next coils around herself the same way. After knotting her 
back, he did the same with himself, allowing another four feet of rope before 
handing the next part to Jack. "This puts you right between me and Melody," he 
told Jack. "Erec is way up front, far away from you." 

Erec knew this lineup was meant to comfort Jack, and he couldn't get over the 
strangeness of looking bad enough to inspire that kind of comment. Jam 
measured out a few more feet and handed the end of the rope to Melody to wrap 
around herself a few times. He tied some extra knots around Melody's and Erec's 
rope ends. 

"Now, young sir, you will be our leader with your crystal. Jack, I'll keep the 
rope taut for you to grip. If you need to grab my shoulder it's okay." 

Jack held the rope in one hand and Jam's shoulder in the other, taking cautious 
steps since he could not see what lay underfoot. Blinding mists swirled around 


them. Erec wished he had a rope to clutch as well. But at least the crystal was 
pulling him. 

After a few steps Erec felt a harsh jerk from the rope, almost 
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pulling him over. Then he heard Bethany's voice. "Sorry, I tripped. I'm okay." 

Then Jam called, "If we're in Geirangerd and the ground drops out under one 
of us, it will be best if we can keep the rope taut. That is, if we can all remain 
standing and not knock each other over. Maybe if we walk slowly on the same 
count." 

This was difficult, but they took turns slowly calling out "left, right, left,” until 
they got used to the rhythm. When someone tripped, the others braced 
themselves to stay standing. And the ones who did trip didn't fall as far that way. 
After a while they got better at walking half-blinded without yanking each other 
down. 

The ginkgo tree near the grassy hill looked like a looming monster with sharp 
claw branches against the gray mist. Erec climbed into the rocky tunnel, and the 
mist followed them in. 

They passed around the Serving Tray in the tunnel. Everyone was unusually 
quiet. "You all right, Jack?" Erec asked. "We can trade off carrying that Awen of 
Sight if you want." 

"I'm okay," Jack said. "Getting used to it. No use switching now that we're 
learning how to walk around like this. I'll just get better at it. No, looks like I'm 
blind and you're ugly for the duration." 

"I'm going to be destructive, too," Erec said. "Soon enough. Any ideas on how 
I can get that next Awen, Jam?" 

"T've been mulling over our options, young sir. I actually arranged us in this 
order for a reason." 

Erec smiled. "Glad we have one person who's prepared here. What are you 
thinking, Jam?" 

"Well, it seems when you climbed over the ledge to get to the center of the 
cavern, where the Awen was, the path disintegrated. If you did it again, you'd 
surely be stranded in the center." 

"And there's only one way down from there," Jack said. 
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"Thanks, Jack," Erec said. "That helps." 

Jam cleared his throat. "Our being tied together like this gives us 
more...length. If one of us is in the middle of the cavern, another can be at the 
ledge, or near it. And if the ground breaks loose under someone, we can keep 
them up this way. We just have to move slowly and steadily." 


"What if the ground breaks under two or three of us at the same time?" 
Bethany said nervously. Erec was sure she was calculating their odds. 

"Let's not think about that, modom." He paused. "One more thing. I put 
Melody at the end because she is the lightest. If the ground crashes away under 
her, we can hold her up easiest, without her dragging us down after her. So she 
should be the one to lead the way across the path to the Awen of Creation. Erec, 
Bethany, and I will be on the other end, pulling her to safety." 

"Thanks a lot," Jack said. "Am I a weakling now?" 

"No," Jam pointed out, "but you are blinded. You will not be able to find a 
ledge to grasp for safety if necessary." 

Jack muttered about being useless baggage, but Erec said, "No way. I can't let 
Melody go across that bridge first. It's not even a bridge anymore, it's just some 
crumbled stands of dirt. It's way too dangerous. It's nice enough for all of you to 
come help me like this, but I can't risk your lives any more." 

"Chill out, Erec," Melody said. "Jam makes a lot of sense. I'll be tied with a 
rope to you all anyway. If I fall in anywhere, we all do." 

"That's just it," Erec said. "I don't want you all to fall to your deaths. I'm going 
to untie myself and do it alone." 

"That's impossible, Erec," Bethany said, exasperated. "You know it too. If 
you're alone in the middle of that cavern you'll be stuck out there forever. And 
once you pick up the Awen of Creation the whole place will crash in around you. 
You have to realize that." 
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Erec closed his eyes. Was there any other way? Then he perked up. "I know! 
I'll do a dragon call. Maybe Patchouli or one of the other dragons can help me 
fly across the cavern." 

"Not possible, young sir. Dragons cannot come into Upper Earth, dragon call 
or no." 

Erec could not think of what to do. How could he risk the lives of his friends? 

"Listen, Erec," Jack said. "You're not the only one who is responsible here. We 
all need to help. Do you think any of us wants Upper Earth to be destroyed in ten 
years? This affects everyone." 

"Jack is right," Melody said. "We're in this together. None of us are going to 
let you make a huge mess of things, trying it all on your own. We have a chance 
of making it work if we do it Jam's way, so that's what we should do." 

Erec knew she was right, but it was hard for him to accept. "If we're going to 
stay tied together, why don't I climb out there first, at least. I have the singing 
crystal, anyway, so that makes sense." 

"Like you can't hand it over to someone else?" Bethany said. 


"But what if it doesn't work for other people?" Erec pointed out. "Who 
knows? It was given to me." 

"The singing crystal is the master of the Awen, young sir," Jam said. "Not only 
for a specific owner, I believe. If you went first and fell in, which you would, we 
would have less strength at the front of the rope to pull ourselves to safety." 

Erec thought about it. "Okay," he finally said. "Thanks, guys." 

When they climbed out of the dark tunnel into Geirangerfjord, sunlight blasted 
Erec's face, making his eyes clench shut. But the mist poured out around them. 
This time he could not see the spectacular mountains nor the fjords rushing 
below. Even if the mist was not there, his vision still would have been distorted. 
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Erec passed the singing crystal to Melody. He was not ready for her shocked 
and disgusted reaction when she accidentally glanced at his face. "Ugh!" she 
screeched, almost dropping the crystal. 

Erec twisted the rope around his chest so he was facing the other direction, at 
the end of the line. "Left. Right. Left. Right," they called out, taking slow, sure 
steps. When the dirt began to crumble around his feet, he stumbled. A chunk 
loosened below him and in a few minutes he heard a quiet splash. Wavering 
unsteadily, he grasped the cliff's edge, leaning back against the taut rope to help 
him stay upright. 

A loud crash sounded from above, and at the last second he saw a huge 
boulder racing down the mountainside. "Duck!" Jam shouted. Everyone 
crouched as the massive rock bounced over their heads, whistling through the air 
as it flew by. The length of time before they heard it crash into the waves did not 
make anyone feel better. 

Soon Erec heard a scream and a tug on the rope. He stopped. 

"It's okay. I'm okay," Melody said, panting. "Almost fell straight down the 
cliff. I couldn't see where I was going. We're at the cavern." 

Erec wished he could see more than white mist and occasional blurry glimpses 
of rock that must have been the far wall of the cavern. Jack was quiet, but Erec 
felt for him. He knew what the breaking path looked like, and now he'd have to 
cross it blinded. 

Then he had an idea. "Why don't we put the two Awen down by the side of the 
cliff here. That way Jack can see for a while when we climb across the land 
bridge." 

"Awesome." Jack grinned. 

But Jam said, "Do you really want to take that risk? With the land crumbling 
beneath us, the Awen might drop into the fjords. And when we're rushing out, 
what if we can't find them?" 
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Jack was quiet a moment. "Would it be better if I untied and sat out here, 
then? That way I won't mess up and pull anyone down." 

"I don't think so," Jam said. "We'll need a longer chain than just four people if 
things crumble. Plus, you wouldn't be able to protect yourself out here, blinded. 
The earth might crumble under you." 

"Don't worry, Jack," Bethany said. "We're tied together. We won't let you fall." 
She sounded like she was trying to be brave. 

"Just tap with your feet before you set them down," Jam said. "T'll direct you 
too. We'll all have to concentrate. The ground will be dropping beneath us as we 
go." 

"Let's crawl out there," Erec suggested. They all agreed, dropping to their 
knees and feeling with their hands on the ground. It felt safer being closer to 
something solid. Erec could even make out a few distorted blades of grass. 

"Step," Jam called to signal a move forward. 

Erec felt a huge gap before him. It was only after he reached way ahead that 
he felt ground. "How did you get across this?" he called to Bethany. 

"Feel to the right," she answered. "It's closer." 

Sure enough, closer ground lay to his right. All of a sudden, Jack yelled out in 
terror and Erec felt the rope tug. "You okay?" he called. 

"Yeah. I almost fell..." 

The five of them crawled a bit more when Melody yelled, "Stop! I'm there." 
They all held still. Erec could hear the singing crystal ring a chord. Fear raced 
through him. How fast would everything crumble when Melody picked up the 
Awen of Creation? Probably right away. 

"Wait a minute," he called out. "Before you touch it, Melody, let's all turn 
around in our ropes and face the other way. That way we can be ready to go." 
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"Good thinking, young sir." They all twisted and faced back to the cliff edge. 
Jam said, "Open your backpack, Melody. As soon as you grab the Awen, drop it 
and the crystal straight into your backpack and zip it. That way you'll have both 
hands free for climbing." 

"Okay," Melody said. 

A tense moment passed before she shouted, "Got it! Let's go!" 

"Step," Jam called urgently. 

Erec grasped the land over the ledge to his right and sprang onto it. 

"Unh!" He heard Bethany falling behind him. 

An ear-splitting crack echoed through the canyon. Sickening crunches filled 
the air, rock grinding against rock. Reverberating thuds shook Erec's bones as he 


struggled forward. He glanced behind him but saw only mist. 

A terrified scream burst through the air, and the rope grew tight around his 
chest. With a jerk it shot to his waist and pulled him backward. Struggling to 
keep his balance, he tugged the rope from his stomach, and worked it back up to 
his chest. Still, it was hard to pull. He wondered how many people were 
dangling. "Get on your knees, everyone," he shouted. "Or the ropes will slide 
off." 

He could not tell what was happening behind him. But as he reached forward 
he fell awkwardly onto his face, overcome with dizziness. What was happening 
to him? He needed to concentrate or they would never get to safety. He couldn't 
lose Bethany, all his friends... 

He struggled doggedly forward, nearly blind. As he reached for the next patch 
of grass he saw a rush of motion in his head. It was like a film playing backward, 
fast. Upper Earth dying. Baskania with scepters. What was happening? His mind 
spun and he felt like 
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he was falling, clinging to the ground around him. The rope tugged him back 
and he fought it with all his might. 

Then the movie in his head played forward. It was a cloudy thought. He wasn't 
sure whether to be relieved, though, when he saw what it showed him. 

Everything was a green blur of mist with distorted Substance netting the air. 
They were falling, all of them, crashing into rocks on the cliff sides until the 
fjords rose to meet them. Some were dead already; the rest would be soon after 
the crash. 

No! Erec raged. This would not happen. Fire shot from his mouth, singeing 
the ground around him. 

The ground! He realized he could see it now with his dragon eyes out. Not as 
well as usual, but he could see where to go. But then his mind was back in the 
vision. 

The rock wall of the cliff whizzed by as they dropped past. Water shot around 
them, hard as bricks because of the distance of their fall. He was sucked under, 
pulled down, his breath leaving him. 

Fury surged through his being. This would not happen. 

Then the instructions from his cloudy thought were crystal clear. Grab here. 
He dug his claws into a bed of dirt, tugging the rope behind him. Leap there. His 
anger gave him strength to fight. Twist this way. Then jump onto that perch. 

Erec glanced behind him. With his dragon eyes he could see that Jack and 
Melody were dangling on the rope, Jack's feet kicking into Melody's face. Jam 
had a grip on some crumbling earth he'd happened to grab when Erec dragged 


him over it. And Bethany hung between them, the rope under her arms. Her legs 
flailed around in a panic. 
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The ground beneath them cracked, giving way faster than they could walk. 
The center of the cavern was demolished. It was up to him. He knew what he 
had to do now. And, odd as it was, it felt perfectly natural. A relief, in fact. 

Pounce. Dig into the dirt. 

And then... 

Fly. 

At that moment, Erec took to the air. He felt wings push out from his shoulder 
blades, tearing through his shirt, beating against the air. As they grew, they 
pushed the rope lower down his chest, and pushed at his backpack until he had to 
slide one arm out of it and carry it from the other. He sprang from his hind legs 
into the air, wincing from the strain of lifting the four behind him. The rope 
squeezed tight against his chest, which was growing larger. He flapped, pulling 
himself through the air to the cliff's edge. 

When he landed, Bethany, Jam, Jack, and Melody crashed onto solid ground. 
But the earth caved in under Melody, leaving her hanging again. 

He had no time to waste. Erec jumped, clinging with his claws, dragging his 
friends from spot to spot on the remaining land. He carried them another short 
distance, flying over the path they had originally followed, knowing just where 
to go. Soon he saw the rocky tunnel and dove inside. 

After crawling a short distance he relaxed. He pulled a dazed and bruised 
Bethany in behind him. 

She gasped when she saw him, and threw her hand up in front of her eyes. 
"Now you're ugly and have green dragon scales." 
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When she was safe, he reached around her to help Jam in. "Wait!" he shouted. 
"Help Jack up, but Melody can't come into the tunnel yet. She'll have to hang on 
to the rope until we know what we're doing." 

Bethany protested. "We can't let her dangle out there. She needs a rest." 

Jam shook his head. "Erec is right. The minute we pull her in here with the 
Awen of Creation, this tunnel will crumble." 

They all rested against the rock wall to get their breath. 

"T'm okay out here," Melody called in. "At least when I'm hanging in the air, 
things aren't caving in around me." 

Erec could see landslides rushing past her, but Melody was close enough to 
the ravine's face to avoid them so far. The entire area would be a pile of rubble 
after this. 


Erec felt his dragon eyes revolve back and his regular eyes come out, which 
meant that his vision was lost again in the mists. Yet his powers had saved them 
from an impossible situation. They had completed their third step. 

The tunnel was filled only with the sounds of quiet breathing. Everyone was 
afraid to move an inch after what they had been through. Erec faced away from 
everyone so they wouldn't accidentally look at him. 

A strange swirl of yellow and green appeared in the dust between two rocks. It 
was hard to see, but he was sure a pair of eyes were peeking at him. 

"A snail!" He picked it up and pulled a letter out, holding it next to his face so 
he could read it. 

Dear Erec, 

Please, please stop writing me. I don't know if you are okay, but 289Rosco 
appeared again right after I read your letter, and Baskania was with him. They 
took it from me, and it seemed like they knew exactly where you were talking 
about. Rosco said something about the Fire Pit volcanoes under Aorth and how 
that would be a likely place for a quest. And Baskania knew just where the 
coldest place on the planet is. They planned to find you, and then they vanished. 

If you are still there, you have to be more careful. Sending me a letter is like 
sending it straight to Baskania. 

I am, and will always be, working and planning for the day when Rosco no 
longer has his grip on me. 

Your friend, 

Oscar 

Erec read the letter aloud, and Bethany and Jack cheered. "We'll have to send 
a few more letters," Erec said happily. "Lead them on a wild-goose chase. But 
right now we need a plan to get out of here. Once we get to the island, we'll all 
forget what to do. And with the Awen of Creation with us, we'll just sit there as 
the land collapses around us." 

Bethany said, thinking aloud, "Last time, we all followed you when you told 
us what to do. I still remember you saying, 'Get coats and backpacks. Follow 
me,' like it was from another life." 

"A simple chant won't be so easy this time," Erec said. "We have to do several 
things. Get the crystal. Put it somewhere. Then follow the crystal to the next 
tunnel. All the while the Awen of Creation will be causing destruction around 
us." 

"T've got an idea," Bethany said. "Those of us in the tunnel won't be affected 
by the Awen of Knowledge until after we climb out. Melody, Jack, and Jam can 
stay in the tunnel and shout out directions." 

That seemed like a great idea until Jack said, "Better do it fast, though. The 


tunnel will start caving in the minute Melody comes in here." 
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"I better take the singing crystal now," Erec decided. Melody fished it out of 
her backpack, and Jam passed it to Erec. 

"One other problem," Jack said. "Who's going to hold this next Awen? If it 
makes us all forget what to do, I'm sure the person holding it won't be able to 
function at all." 

"TIl do it," Bethany volunteered. "I haven't held one yet. And I'm right behind 
Erec, so he can help me if I need it." 

Erec smiled when she said that. So Bethany trusted him the most. Even if 
turning into a dragon made him kind of a freak, it still was pretty cool what he 
was able to do. She was proud of him, he was sure, which, for some reason, 
seemed like the most important thing of all. 
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CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE A Furious 
Butler 


BALOR STAIN TREMBLED. Three rows of eyes crossed his father's 
forehead today. Balor could not help but wonder if he recognized Ward Gamin's 
or Rock Rayson's among them. Thankfully, he did not. 

Candles flickered in the dark sanctuary hidden in the center of the Green 
House. Ward and Rock stood nearby, sporting identical black eye patches. 
Dollick was baaing nervously, and Damon was tugging his brother's woolly hair 
for fun. 
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Damon said, "I still don't get it. Dad's not dad?" 

"Shut up," Balor hissed. "The Shadow Prince is our father. We'll talk about it 
again later." 

Damon looked at Balor quizzically, then approached Baskania with his hand 
out. "Can I have some money, Pop?" 

"Fool," Baskania hissed, and Damon tumbled backward onto his bottom. "I 
see you two are recovering nicely," Baskania said, glowering at Ward and Rock. 
"Maybe, if you prove yourselves worthy, I'll take your other eyes one day, and 
you can join the blind followers at my headquarters." 

Rock and Ward exchanged nervous glances with their remaining eyes. It was 
apparent they would rather be anywhere else. 

"It seems the five of you have had no better luck than anyone else in locating 
Erec Rex or Bethany Cleary," Baskania said. "They may have gone into hiding. 


It is possible they are working on...Erec's next quest. He must have finished his 
third one, somehow. But the Harpy police gave me his fourth quest--that one is 
impossible. I saw for myself that Olwen Cullwich does not have what he is 
looking for." He snorted angrily. "What bothers me the most is that I don't know 
how he's doing it. How did he finish his third quest? What did he do?" 

He stewed in a silence that all of the boys were afraid to break. Then he went 
on, "I need to find Bethany Cleary and learn her secret. I feel it will be quite 
important to me. We will have to find another way to draw her here. Find a 
weakness of hers. If we captured Erec, of course we could lure her in. What else 
does she care about? She has other friends, but it's best if we find something that 
will make her rush in without thinking. Can you boys think of anything?" 

"She has a pink cat that tells her secrets," Balor said. "She calls it Cutie Pie." 
Balor remembered how that cat had once given him some nice cuts with its 
claws. He mused how he would love to see it taken away from Bethany. 
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Damon stroked an imaginary pizza in his hands. "Pizza pie. She loves pizza 
pie." 

Baskania's face lit up. "Cutie Pie. Pizza pie. I think you boys have given me 
an excellent idea." 

After their short rest, they were ready. They climbed as far into the tunnel as 
they could, stretching the rope taut, before Jack pulled Melody in. As soon as 
she entered, loud cracks resounded through the passageway. Melody screamed as 
they all raced ahead of the collapsing rock. 

As Erec ran through the tunnel, he said over and over in his head, "Pick up the 
yellow thing with the crystal. Put it in Bethany's backpack. Pick up the yellow 
thing with the crystal. Put it in Bethany's backpack." 

He and Bethany spilled out of the tunnel into the hot sun. Where was he 
again? He looked at Bethany, confused. She, too, seemed totally lost. 

But words echoed through his head. "Pick up the yellow thing with the crystal. 
Put it in Bethany's backpack." 

"Hurry!" Jack shouted. 

The crystal in his hands was pulling him toward a shining yellow thing. "Pick 
up the yellow thing with the crystal." Okay. He pulled the yellow thing up on the 
end of the crystal. "Put it in Bethany's backpack." He put the crystal over her 
backpack, which was unzipped just enough for it to fit, and dropped the yellow 
thing inside. As soon as he did, she collapsed. 

He smiled. He'd done a good thing, he knew. Now he could rest by the pretty 
waterfall. 

Screams came from a dark tunnel nearby. He wondered what that was about. 


Then he felt a yank. Someone was pulling him into it and pushing Bethany out at 
the same time. 
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As soon as he was back in the tunnel, his head cleared. Bethany was slumped 
over her ropes outside, unable to do anything. 

"Is Melody okay?" Jack sounded panicked. "She's not answering." 

Jam was tugging on the rope. "I've got her. We have to move fast." 

Erec nodded, thinking intently about what he would repeat: "Follow me. 
Follow the crystal." 

The tunnel was disintegrating around them. Erec threw himself onto the sand 
behind the waterfall. Mist poured out of the tunnel with Jack, surrounding them. 

"Follow me. Follow the crystal." Erec chanted the words until he realized that 
was something he could do. He marched forward, clutching the crystal before 
him. It was pulling him somewhere. Something was yanking on him the other 
way, though. Everything was blurry behind him. Someone was dragging on the 
ground, tied to him by a rope. It looked like a girl. 

Should he pull the rope off? It seemed like a good idea. But the words in his 
head said to do something else. "Follow me. Follow the crystal." Okay. He 
followed the crystal, aware that others behind him and the dragging girl were 
doing the same. 

Loud crashes and strange noises echoed around them. Huge waves smashed 
into the shore, but they were easier to hear than see. A tree fell somewhere, and 
he heard a cry. The sand under his feet felt wobbly, and the ground was shaking. 
But the crystal in his hand kept pulling him. Steadily, amidst the odd crashes and 
despite the tugging on his chest, he forged ahead. Soon he reached the entrance 
to a rocky cave. 

The moment he crawled inside, his head cleared. He caught his breath and 
looked out the tunnel entrance. Although his vision was blurred by the mist, it 
looked like chaos out there. Bethany hung limply from the rope tied under her 
arms. Erec's heart went out to her. 

He had to think. Once he pulled her into the tunnel, he'd forget 
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everything again. Then he had a great idea. He reached around Bethany and 
pulled Jam into the tunnel with him, keeping her and her Awen of Knowledge 
out. Jam came to with a startled look. "What will we do now, young sir?" 

"I had a thought. If we keep Bethany in the tunnel while we pick up the last 
Awen, then we'll know what we're doing when we're in Avalon. Maybe we 
should keep Jack in there with her. Then we'll be able to see better too." 

"Smart idea, young sir. But Melody can't stay in the tunnel with them. It 


would cave in." 

"I know," Erec said, thinking about that part. "We'll have to take her out with 
us. If there were only a way we could keep her safe...." 

Jam frowned, setting his mind to this problem. "She seemed best off hanging 
in midair." 

Erec took his rope off, knowing they had to keep moving. "I'm going through 
the tunnel and out into Avalon. See if you can hear me when I shout in to you. 
I'll give you instructions so you'll know what to do after you pull Bethany in 
here." 

He scrambled on his knees down the rocky tunnel, and out the other end into 
Avalon. But as soon as he set foot on the ground, he was instantly in a bad mood. 
Why did he have to do all this stuff, anyway? Why was he always saving the day 
for everyone else? He shouted into the tunnel, annoyed. "Can you hear me, fuzz 
brain? It's me. You know, the one who has to save your sorry hide all the time." 

A faint echo laughed back. "I hear you loud and clear, kind sir." 

"Go!" Erec screamed. "Hurry up. Pull Bethany in, you idiot. Pull Jack in, and 
Melody. And fast, stupid! Get your act in gear. Crawl down the tunnel. Now, you 
dumb fools! Before Melody ruins everything again with her rotten Awen of 
Creation. Speed it up." 

Yelling felt good, and soon he saw Jam approach, dragging 
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Bethany behind him. The clueless look on Jam's face made him more upset. 
Crashes resounded behind them from Melody's Awen. 

"Stop, fools!" Erec shouted at Jam. "Yes, you. Untie yourself. Loosen the rope 
and pull it apart." Erec was exasperated, having to explain to Jam how to untie 
the knots. "Now, you get out here." 

Jam climbed out, and a look of frustration immediately overcame him. "You 
didn't need to snap at me, young sir." 

Erec did not like Jam's tone when he said "young sir." He also didn't like how 
Jam avoided looking at him. This "ugly" bit was getting old. His friends were so 
weak, not being able to take a little change in his looks. He yelled into the tunnel 
for Jack to untie both himself and Bethany. After a lot of screaming on Erec's 
part, Jack managed to do so, even though he was blinded and confused. 

Erec grabbed the rope around Melody and pulled. In a moment she crashed 
out of the tunnel, tumbling on top of him, then screaming in horror when she 
looked into his face. 

"Stay there. Don't you move," Jam said to Jack. Bethany slumped against the 
wall of the tunnel, and Jack sat next to her, stupefied and content not to go 
anywhere. At least the tunnel was no longer caving in. 


Melody jumped away from Erec, and the ground exploded under her feet. She 
tumbled into the pit she had created. "Look what you did, you ugly moron!" she 
shouted angrily. "Now what's going to happen to me?" She fell further into the 
pit as the ground collapsed under her. Rocks began to tumble on top of her. 
"Save me, you beast! What, did your brains melt away with your looks? You had 
to make me carry the most dangerous thing. Are you trying to kill me or 
something?" 

Lugh, Brigid, and Dagda appeared with their long gray robes, ankle-length 
brown tunics, and huge oak staffs. After gagging from looking at Erec's face, 
blond-haired Dagda grabbed Melody's rope. 
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With help from Lugh, he climbed onto a tree limb and tied her so she was 
hanging from the rope secured under her arms. 

The whole time Melody cursed and spat at them, furious. "Is this the best you 
can do? My luck, I'm surrounded by mental midgets. I'm supposed to keep 
hanging here while everyone else goes off to drink lemonade?" 

"Do not speak in opposites," Lugh called up to her. 

"I'm not, you freak," Melody shouted back, obviously knowing what he meant 
and not wanting to play along. 

"Nobody speak in opposites," Lugh repeated, nodding at Erec. 

The reminder calmed Erec a bit. "We do not need to get the Awen here now. 
We do not want your help." Tremors shook through the ground under them, but 
at least the world was not collapsing yet, with Melody dangling free. 

Though Brigid averted her eyes from the horror of his face, Erec noticed she 
looked excited, even despite the negative feelings the Awen was casting out. 
Probably because they hoped to be rid of it soon. She said, "We are very upset 
with you. You did a terrible job so far. But you look fantastic. I hope you do not 
feel okay." 

"I do not," Erec said. "I am not fine." 

She nodded. "Has it been easy?" 

"Very easy." Erec nodded. "We nearly lived several times." He looked around. 
"I did not think that druids were here. Are they not here?" 

Brigid swallowed a laugh. "We are not druids," she said, pointing at herself 
and the two boys. 

"You are not?" Erec was surprised. "I thought druids were...young. You look 
too old to be druids." 

Lugh looked pleased. "We are much younger than we look. We cannot choose 
how we appear so we do not make ourselves look young." 
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"Why do you not stay here, in this place?" Jam asked. "Why do you leave?" 

Lugh said, "We leave because this is not our home. Legend does not tell that 
someday one will not take the Awen away. So we do not wait for that day to 
come." 

Dagda said, "When you do not bury the Awen in the Isle of Man, then do not 
come right back here, please. We do not have gifts for you." 

Erec frowned. "Why would we not bury them?" 

"The Awen will not stay where you bury them for three weeks. After that, they 
will not return to where you found them. Burying them will not keep them safe, 
and will not minimize their effects." 

Erec nodded. He pulled his singing crystal out and let it lead him to the stream 
where they had originally seen the Awen of Harmony. Jam, Lugh, Brigid, and 
Dagda followed him, leaving Melody snarling, hanging from the branch. 

The crystal pulled Erec to the large rock by the stream. He lifted it as the 
crystal struck a chord. The red dodecahedron with black symbols on its sides had 
a ruby aura around it. 

"I should not carry this one," Jam said with a scowl. "It is not my turn." 

Erec thought to prepare him. "It will not make you very angry, I think. Are 
you not sure?" 

Jam shrugged. "I'm not sure. Don't give it to me. I can't handle it." 

Lugh held a finger up. "Don't wait a minute." He returned with a large sheet 
made of sewn-together animal skins and nodded. 

Jam unzipped the top of his backpack and Erec lowered the red dodecahedron 
into it. The instant it fell, Jam screamed in rage and attacked Erec. Erec jumped 
back in shock, trying to scramble away. Words could not form fast enough for 
Jam, so he grunted and hissed, kicked and spit. Erec rushed backward, but Jam 
fell on him, punching hard. 
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Lugh and Dagda wrestled Jam off Erec and held him down while he jerked 
furiously, sputtering in anger. Brigid straightened the sheet out on the ground, 
and the three, with Erec's help, managed to roll Jam in it. Soon he looked like a 
nasty cigar with a fire-red face for a tip. At least he was harmless now. 

Lugh said, "Do not come with me. I will not call your boat for you." 

Erec followed Lugh along the path toward the shore where they had come 
from. When they reached the sandy beach, Erec pulled his coat tighter around 
him. 

Lugh faced the waves, holding his wooden staff before him. He chanted a 
haunting refrain. "Am gaeth tar na bhfarraige. Am tuile os chinn maighe. Am 
dord na daithbhe. I am a wind across the sea. I am a flood across the plain. I am 


the roar of the tides." Erec recognized it as the same song that the Hermit had 
sung. It was beautiful and frightening, as if it were from another universe. As he 
paused, Erec could hear water rush over a thousand tiny tinkling shells. "Oig dar 
mhuir, mile laoch lionfas ler. Barca breaga bruigfidid. Let these youths float 
across your ocean, thy thousand heroes fill your sea. Bring your magic ships to 
moor." 

Foggy wisps fluttered in the air, gradually forming into the hazy shape of a 
boat. Its vague edges churned like a cloud, and soon figures appeared--the 
wraithlike sailors who had taken them to Avalon. The ghost ship shimmered in 
the sunlight. Soon it slid onto shore, silent as the mist. 

Lugh spoke to the ghosts in a strange tongue that Erec could not understand. 
They seemed to be nodding, but when Erec looked straight at them they were 
hard to see. 

Lugh said, "They will not bring you back here after you bury the Awen. Let us 
not bring Jam onto the boat first." 

They carried Jam, spitting and growling, into the ship. As soon as 
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Erec walked off the ghost ship he felt wonderful. He grinned, "It's over! The 
Awen of Harmony is leaving Avalon. It feels great here now!" 

Lugh was prancing and spinning through the air, singing songs in a strange 
tongue. "You did it, Erec! You saved us!" Then his face grew sober. "At least for 
three weeks. Yet even three weeks of freedom will be pure bliss. I cannot wait to 
celebrate with you when you return." 

"I hope it will be forever, not just a few weeks," Erec said. "Once I hook the 
Awen to the Twrch Trwyth--" 

"The what?" Lugh looked a little disappointed. "That can't happen. It's been 
tried again and again. It's not impossible. I mean, it's impossible." He smiled 
faintly. "Sorry, it's hard to drop the opposite thing." 

Erec said, "There is a small chance it might work this time. I have the Fates on 
my side." He did not tell Lugh that the Twrch Trwyth was missing, and he had 
no idea how to hook the Awen to it safely. 

Dagda and Brigid were celebrating and hugging when they returned. "I've 
never felt this great!" Brigid sung. 

"Who would be best to put on the boat next?" Erec asked. "I suppose Jack. He 
won't cause too much ruckus there." 

The ground shook under the tree where Melody was tied. Branches fell around 
her. She called to Erec, "Hey, down there! Sorry about all I said before. Just got 
caught up by the Awen, I guess." She looked at Erec with a doleful expression, 
then immediately turned away in revulsion. 


"You okay hanging like that?" 

"Yeah," she said. "Better than causing avalanches and falling into pits." 

Erec went to the tunnel and said to Jack, "Climb out now." 

Jack did as he was told, leaving Bethany there asleep. Mist swirled after Jack 
into Avalon, and soon it was very hard to see. Jack perked up when he stepped 
out. "Where are we?" He felt around him until Lugh and Brigid grabbed his 
hands. 
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"We're in Avalon now," Erec said. "We've got all the Awen. Jam's in the boat. 
He's a mess now." 

The druids led Jack into the ghost ship, and soon Avalon cleared again. 

"Time to get Melody, I guess," Erec said. 

Lugh shook his head. "I think it's best to put your other friend on the boat first. 
Melody will cause titanic waves. Once she is on board, you will want to cross 
fast." 

They returned to the cave entrance. "How will I get her there?" Erec asked. 

"Your crystal will lead you," said Brigid. "There are two Awen on that boat. It 
will pull you there." 

Erec rehearsed in his mind, "Follow the crystal into the boat. Follow the 
crystal into the boat." He reached in and picked Bethany up, throwing her over 
his shoulder. 

She was heavy, though, and he wondered if he should put her down. "Follow 
the crystal into the boat." What was that in his head? Something he should do. 
The crystal was in his hand, pulling him. There were no instructions about 
putting the heavy weight down, so he just followed the crystal. 

Soon they came upon a sea of mist. The crystal pulled him into it. He started 
feeling awful. Angry. He couldn't see anything. He did not know what to do. 
This stunk. He threw down the heavy thing on his shoulder. Strange ghostlike 
hands shoved him out of the mist and down a plank. 

Then his head cleared. He was standing on the shore, relieved he had managed 
to load Bethany onto the ship. With Lugh, Dagda, and Brigid, he went back for 
Melody. "You ready?" he called to her. 

"Ready as ever," she said. Lugh climbed the tree and let her down. When she 
landed on the ground it started to cave in, but Erec and Dagda grabbed the rope 
and lifted her high, carrying her with their arms over their heads. 
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Dagda only tripped once over the shifting ground, but when Melody dropped, 
a tree fell right next to them. They swooped her back up and swung her onto the 
ship. 


"Will she sink it?" Erec asked. 

"The ghost ship won't be affected," Brigid explained. "But the water around it 
will. The sailors will do their best not to lose you on the way. And they will push 
you ashore when you get there." 

Erec could not see anything through the mist except for a strange shape high 
in the air. Looking closer, he saw that the sailors had tied Melody up onto their 
mast. 

"See you soon, I hope." Erec waved to them as he walked onto the ship. 
Where was he? He couldn't see and he felt terrible. Angry. He didn't know why, 
but everything was wrong. He caught glimpses of people here and there in the 
mist. They looked ugly and horrible. He hated them. Waves crashed overhead, 
soaking his clothing. He hated the waves, too. It was all their fault that he felt 
bad. Someone close by was raging and screaming. It was bad, very bad, and it 
would never end. He crossed his arms tight around his chest, wanting to fight 
someone. 

Before long someone was pushing him. "Leave me alone!" he shouted. He 
stumbled onto a rocky shore and was clearheaded once more. Now he had to 
secure the Awen. 
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CHAPTER TWENTV-TWO A 


Disturbing Vision 

EREC SPLASHED WATER on his face, and in a moment of stillness between 
the waves, he caught a reflection of himself. He choked. How could his friends 
have managed to look at him all this time? His face looked like a rotting zombie 
out of a horror movie. Erec backed away, terrified. He had to find a place to bury 
the Awen fast. 

The shoreline was rocky, and the ocean waves pounded against it relentlessly. 
Better not to bury them near the water, he decided. He 
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walked toward a cliff, through a strip of icy grasses. Nearby he spotted a huge 
rock by a spiny furze shrub. That seemed like a good spot. 

Erec found a stout stick, dusted the snow off it, and scraped the ground. He 
was going to lever it out of place. But the ground was hard and icy. As hard as he 
tried, he could not poke a hole into it. Finally, in frustration, he ran back to the 
ship. "Send Melody out," he called to the ghost sailors. 

He could hear noises and Melody complaining, and then she stumbled down 
the plank toward him. A pit formed underneath her when she tripped on the 


shore. Waves crashed around them, and a stormy wind began to blow hard 
pebbles into their faces. He explained quickly what he needed her to do, and 
helped her to the spot by the rock, pulling her out of pits she was creating with 
each step. When she got to the rock, she kicked the frozen dirt a few times, and it 
soon crumbled under her into a hole. 

"That's great, Melody," Erec said. "Now let me give you my Awen." 

Melody opened her backpack. Erec pulled out his Awen of Beauty and placed 
it in her pack with the Awen of Creation. They dropped it into the hole and 
backed away. 

Melody stamped her feet a few times, but nothing happened. Overjoyed, she 
threw her arms around Erec. "Thank goodness. Plus, you look so much better." 

Neither of them would look normal, though, until they were away from the 
Awen. Wind whipped stones through the air at them, but Melody could now 
stand without the earth melting beneath her since she was no longer holding her 
Awen. 

"Who should we get next?" she asked. 

Erec thought about it. He could not get Jam until there were more people to 
help hold him down. And Erec wanted to put off bringing Bethany out as long as 
possible. "I guess Jack." 
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Erec called to the sailors to send Jack off the ship. Fog rolled out with him 
onto the beach, making it hard to see. "This way, Jack." Erec led him to the hole. 
He took the Awen of Sight out of Jack's backpack, and suddenly everything was 
black. 

"Awesome, I can see again!" he heard Jack say. Then, with relief, "You look a 
lot better, bud. I mean, not great, but still..." 

With a stick, Melody lifted the backpack from the hole and brought it to Erec. 
"Just drop it," she said. Erec let go, and the Awen of Sight joined the other two in 
the backpack. That helped a lot. 

"Think we can handle Jam?" Erec asked them. He called to the sailors to send 
Jam out, and a snarling, rolled-up Jam slid down the plank. His face was red and 
sweaty. He growled, trying to reach Erec and bite him. 

Erec almost lost his temper, but he said, "Don't speak in opposites, guys. Don't 
follow me." 

They laid Jam down by the hole and unrolled him. As soon as he was loose, 
he dove at Jack, but the three of them wrestled him down. Melody lifted the 
backpack from the hole with the stick and laid it next to Jam's. Erec tilted the 
side of Jam's pack up and let the Awen roll into hers. Melody lowered it back 
into the hole. Jam collapsed, exhausted. 


"Now we just need Bethany," Erec said, growing angry. He stopped himself. 
"We do not need Bethany. You three, do not go on the boat. Then do not give me 
instructions from there." 

As soon as the others boarded the boat, Erec called, "Don't send Bethany out 
here." 

Bethany slid down the plank, unconscious, into the mist. Erec felt angry at 
how helpless she was. 

Someone yelled to him, "Take Bethany to the big rock." They kept yelling it 
over and over. He didn't like being told what to do. It wasn't nice. But he didn't 
know what else to do. He grabbed Bethany by the hair. 
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"Pull her by her arms," someone shouted. Why were they always yelling at 
him? He grabbed her arm and tugged her over to the rock. "Take the backpack 
from the hole," someone yelled. He made a face toward them. Fine. He could lift 
it out with a stick. 

A girl's voice yelled, "Dump Bethany's backpack into the other one," again 
and again. So he did it. 

"Drop it in the hole," someone shouted. He did, and then Bethany started to 
move. 

She sat up, dazed. Then she made a face at Erec. "I don't like you." 

"I don't like you, either,” he said. 

With his friends’ directions, he covered up the backpack with dirt, then shoved 
the rock over it, angrily. Then he and Bethany followed their friends’ calls back 
on to the ship. Grumbling, the two of them walked to the plank and climbed 
aboard. 

Cheers echoed over the waves as the five congratulated one another. It felt so 
good to see again, be happy, and know what was going on, let alone feel safe and 
not look disgusting. 

Erec had never felt happier than he did in Avalon that night. They had done it, 
taken the awful Awen away from those poor people. Even if he did not succeed, 
and the Awen returned in three weeks, he would have given his druid friends and 
the Peruvian villagers a needed break. They kept dancing, singing crazy songs, 
and jumping with joy. 

"We want to give you gifts," Brigid smiled. Erec had not noticed how nice the 
druids looked, like storybook fairies come to life. They were kind and playful 
now that the Awen was gone. "We will read your spirits," she said, "and decide 
your gifts from that. It is a tradition that druids give fun gifts. We love jokes, you 
see. So they will be practical gifts, like practical jokes." 

The three druids studied Erec and his friends, then disappeared into the 


tunnels in their cave. Erec heard hysterical laughter coming 
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out. He was glad, because it must have been a long time since they had 
laughed like this. It reminded him of the Hermit, who was always laughing about 
something. Erec would need to find him soon. 

When they returned, Brigid pulled out a tall black bag tied with a silver tassel. 
She announced, "This is for you, Erec, for all you did for us." She burst into a fit 
of giggles, and at that point Erec didn't care if the gift was a smelly sock. It was 
enough of a present just to see her so happy. 

He was shocked when Brigid pulled three golden scepters out of the bag. For 
a minute, he froze. They looked just like the ones King Piter, Queen Posey, and 
King Pluto had. How did they know? He edged away from them, shaking his 
head. What would he do? The last thing he needed was a scepter, never mind 
three of them. 

But something was different about these. He couldn't put a finger on it at first, 
but then he realized. He wasn't drawn to them. They just seemed like ornate gold 
posts that held no attraction for him at all. He was curious to look at them closer 
but did not want to make the mistake of touching one and getting sucked in by it. 

Brigid's hand covered her mouth, and she was giggling despite her efforts. 
Dagda snickered. "These will be good for you to practice with." He picked one 
up and tossed it to Erec. 

When it fell into his lap, Erec was stunned a moment, waiting. But nothing 
happened. He could feel no magic at all coming from it. It was refreshing in a 
way, seeing a scepter that did nothing. "Are they fake?" he asked. 

"These are for you to get used to being around scepters without losing your 
mind." Lugh laughed. 

"You can program them," Dagda explained. "If you put a hair or two from 
someone into a slot at the base, it will work for them." 

"Cool," Erec said. "What can they do?" 

"Try it sometime," Lugh said, laughing. "You'll see." 
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"Now Jam." Dagda handed him a shining silver tray. "This is a Serving Tray. 
But a different kind than the one you had. Try it out." 

"Thank you, kind sir." Jam looked at it hesitantly. "Um, may I please have 
some ambrosia?" 

"A sensible choice." Lugh laughed again. 

On the silver platter appeared a bowl of something chunky, like ambrosia, but 
it had a terrible smell. When Erec looked closer, he saw it contained rusty, bent 
nails, rotten apple pieces, and crawling slugs. 


"Oh!" Jam politely took the nasty food off the tray. He dusted the new tray off 
and put it in a pocket in his vest that fit it perfectly. "Thank you so much." He 
nodded as if greatly pleased. 

Lugh handed a scroll to Jack. "For you, Jack, a treasure map. You like 
treasure, I'm sure." 

Jack nodded. He unrolled the scroll and studied it. "This map leads from here 
to my parents' house in Aorth," he said. "Is there treasure in my house?" 

The druids doubled over laughing. "Yes. Of course." 

Jack thanked them, folded the paper, and put it in his pocket, smirking a bit at 
Erec as if he thought the druids were crazy. 

"Now Bethany," Brigid said, dragging a big plastic bag over to her. "For you." 
She took out a big rock and set it by Bethany. 

"Wow, thanks." Bethany patted the rock. "I've always wanted my own rock." 

"This is a nice rock," Dagda said. "It screams when a rightful king is crowned, 
during a coronation, or when it first meets them, whenever you want." 

"Like the Lia Fail?" Bethany looked it over. It did look a lot like the Lia Fail, 
which was placed at the side of King Piter's throne. That one definitely screamed 
when the rightful king arrived during a coronation. 

"Exactly!" Lugh grinned. "Except this is a fake. You can program 
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it to scream for whoever you want. There is a little microphone underneath it, 
and you tell it what to do. Have fun with it." Lugh fell over laughing. 

"Oh, goody," Bethany said sarcastically. "This will be fun." She turned it over 
and saw a small "Made in Avalon" printed on it. Then she thought about it a 
while. "You know, there might be a time I can use this to surprise Balor Stain. 
Hmm... 

"And Melody." Lugh sat next to her. "I really think you need this." He handed 
her a case. Inside was a shiny golden flute. "I'm sure you could learn to use it." 

Melody regarded it in surprise. "Thanks." Everyone in the room knew that she 
had no need for instruments. She could produce any music she wanted without 
them. 

"Try it," Lugh insisted. 

So Melody picked it up and blew. Instead of music, a horrendous screech 
came from the thing. "Great." She shuddered and put it away quickly. 

"Oh, almost forgot!" Dagda tossed a package wrapped in paper to Erec. "You 
have a dog, right? This is a gift for him." 

The package smelled bad. Erec opened it and saw poop inside. "Ugh!" He 
threw it across the floor. 

"Don't want it?" Dagda cracked up. "Lots of different kinds of animal 


W 


droppings in there. Your dog would love it. You could set up a little showroom 
for him, like a hands-on museum." 

"No," Brigid said with a laugh. "A nose-on museum." 

"I think,” Erec said, "I'll pass." 

After an evening of celebrating, Lugh called the ghost ship for them, and the 
three druids thanked them profusely. "Come back anytime," they kept saying. 

Brigid put a lifting spell on Bethany's fake Lia Fail so she could carry it easily. 
They hopped on the ghost ship and set sail over 
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sparkling, calm waters. When the ship neared shore, they all looked 
uncomfortable, knowing what waited for them on the beach. But Erec spotted an 
open Port-O-Door on the side of a white cliff by the shore. The Hermit was 
inside, waving from the vestibule. 

Erec returned to the small, dark rooms in his mind. His bed in the west wing 
felt so relaxing and quiet after all he had been through that the first two times he 
had tried to look into the future with his dragon eyes, he had fallen asleep. But 
now he was there, visualizing opening one door after another, until he was in the 
smallest room with the box on the table. 

He needed to find out more. Before he had pushed time back to see what had 
happened earlier with Balor at the castle. He would just push it further now. The 
Hermit had confidence in him. Surely he would figure this out. 

He opened the windows into the riot around the crumbling Castle Alypium. 
Again, he felt the fear, the rush of power. He stepped away and turned to see 
himself holding the scepter. Instantly, he was drawn to it, but his hands passed 
through it. 

Not now. He dragged himself away. There were more important things to do. 
Of course, he thought, those fake scepters the druids had given him didn't help 
him resist the real one at all. Not that he had expected them to. 

Balor stood as before, holding the bronze whistle in his hand. When Erec had 
backed time up, he had seen Balor blow the whistle to summon the bronze 
ghosts that were tearing the castle apart. Now he would go further back, find out 
how to stop this. 

He closed his eyes and concentrated. Go back. More. Further. It was hard, like 
pedaling a bike up a cliff. But he could do it. Move back. Pull time back... 

It looked like a slower version of his cloudy thoughts, a movie 
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playing backward. But this time he could control it. He let it rewind until they 
were somewhere else, then he let go and watched. 

The room sparkled with the light of a hundred candles. Their glittering 


reflections bounced off of the golden statues, urns, and antiques that artfully 
filled the room. Balor, Damon, and Dollick Stain looked nervous. Dollick was 
licking the white, wooly fur on his shoulder until Balor slapped his head. "Cut it 
out, lamb chop." 

Tall, spindly President Washington Inkle stood nearby, anxiously biting his 
lips. The scabs around his mouth were worse than usual. Only a few strands of 
gray were left on his bald head, and he looked bent and shaky, like a noodle in 
the wind. 

Behind a huge desk sat Thanatos Baskania. The circle of eyes rimming his 
face glanced disconcertingly in all directions. He leaned back in his velvet chair. 
His nose suddenly flattened, caving in. Skin grew over his mouth until his lower 
face became a flat plane. Then deep craters appeared in it, covering his cheeks, 
making his jaws wider, and eyes began to emerge from each pit. Soon his face 
was covered with eyes, looking everywhere, seeing things that were happening 
far away. 

Baskania's hands jumped, and he clasped a small silver ball. It was in the 
form of an eye, with a coal center showing through a hole that was the pupil. 
The eyes on his face melted back into his flesh, leaving him with a sea of holes 
like a piece of swiss cheese. His skin stretched over them, swallowing them, and 
his nose and mouth erupted. 

The Stain boys and President Inkle, unhappy witnesses to this morphing, 
jumped when a wild howl erupted from Baskania's throat. In a moment, Rosco 
Kroc appeared, scaly and green with a snoutlike face. He wiped his mouth, 
shaken from his own response howl which he had let loose before he appeared. 

"You have news for me, Rosco?" Baskania tilted his head. 
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Rosco nodded. "Oscar found out. It's time. Now. Time for the Castle Alypium 
to come down." He rubbed his hands together. 

"Well done." Baskania sounded delighted. "This is so much sooner than I 
expected. Such luck! What a wonderful surprise. I can always count on you, 
Rosco. Will you be attending the festivities?" 

Rosco shook his head. "I've seen enough, Prince of Shadows. If I may take my 
leave." He bowed low. After Baskania thanked him, Rosco disappeared. 

Baskania smiled at his triplet clones. "You hear that, boys? Run along and 
enjoy. I'll see you at the castle--that is, what's left of it." 

The thick oak doors parted before Balor, Damon, and Dollick, and they ran 
through the Green House, across the streets of Alypium to the castle. Balor 
laughed and pointed. "Look," he said. "It's crumbling." 

The castle had begun to crash down. A massive spire trembled, then tipped, 


falling through a roof. 

Balor's face lit with delight. "I love it! Hey, I know, guys," he turned to his 
brothers. "Just the thing to help this along." He picked up his bronze whistle and 
blew it. 

Suddenly, swarms of bronze wraiths flew through the air. 

Erec pulled down the shades to stop the picture. What had Oscar found out? 
So the whole castle crumbling could be stopped by keeping Oscar from learning 
something? He would have to send Oscar a snail mail and warn him to keep his 
distance. Maybe that would take care of it. 

There was something else he needed to see, though. Erec steadied himself and 
opened the shades on the windows one more time. People were running wild, 
screaming. He stepped away, then turned to see himself holding the scepter. How 
had he gotten it? Maybe it held another clue. 

He closed his eyes. Push it back. More, into the past. He felt like 
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he was wrestling time itself. He gritted his teeth, concentrating, until the 
movie began to rewind. Slowly but steadily he forced it back until he was 
somewhere else. Then he relaxed to watch. 

He was in the castle now, in the throne room. 

"Erec, no!" King Piter was reaching to him, upset. 

Erec held the king's scepter in his hand. Its power surged through him, making 
him invincible, perfect. 

"Put it down, Erec," the king pleaded. "Give it back to me, son." 

"Son"! How dare he call Erec that now? Now that he wanted something from 
him. 

But Erec did not want to give the scepter back. It was taken care of. The king 
would get it back one of these days. It was time for Erec to enjoy it. He could 
make better use of it now. It was his turn, finally. And he would use it as he 
wished. He let the buzz of electricity take over his mind, washing away all other 
feelings. 

The king pointed a finger. Erec knew he was working magic on him. Or trying 
to. But not this time. Erec was the strong one now. He tipped his scepter and the 
king disappeared. Give him a nice little visit with the druids in Avalon, Erec 
thought. 

He strolled outside to the castle gardens, enjoying the immense electric energy 
of the scepter. Crackles snapped in some bushes behind him. When he turned he 
saw a flash of red hair, then heard footsteps running away. Oscar again! What 
was he doing here? 

In a few minutes he heard a noise. Loud cracks and crashes echoed and the 


ground began to shake. He turned to see the Castle Alypium caving in before his 
eyes. He tilted the scepter and told it to clear everyone out from the castle so 
nobody would get hurt. Its power surges rocked him, dazed him. 

He stood, gripped by fear and surges of power from the scepter, and watched 
the Castle Alypium fall apart. 
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Erec recognized this as the spot where he had originally seen himself. He shut 
the windows, left the room, and choked a sob. 

Erec and Bethany sat on beanbag chairs in her mansion, the two Serving Trays 
before them. Jam had given Bethany his new one when she heard he was 
planning on throwing it out. "You never know," she said, "it may come in handy. 
If only I knew which one was the good one, I'd ask for a snack." 

"Only one way to find out," Erec said. "Can I have a jelly doughnut?" he 
asked. 

A sugared, jelly-filled doughnut appeared on one of the trays, and a black ball, 
oozing green slime and covered with worms, appeared on the other. "Ugh!" 
Bethany jumped back. "Get it away." 

Erec picked up the tray by the edge and tossed the disgusting doughnut thing 
out a window, then wiped the tray clean with a paper towel. "Better put this one 
somewhere else." He handed it to Bethany, and she stashed it with the fake, 
programmable scepters and phony Lia Fail. 

"Cheer up." Bethany handed him the doughnut, but he'd lost his appetite. "I'm 
sure you'll figure out a way to change things." 

"I don't know, Bethany. The thing is, from what I can see in my future, I won't 
want to change things. It looks like I steal the scepter from King Piter, and it 
totally overcomes me, makes me power mad. It's my fault that the castle comes 
down. I send the king off to Avalon, Oscar catches wind that the king is gone 
and without his scepter, Baskania finds out, and it's all over." 

"Yes, but you know all that now." Bethany poked her finger onto the silver 
Serving Tray. "That has to count for something. So you won't send King Piter 
away next time when it really happens." 

Erec dropped his head into his hands. "I wish. But I could tell, 
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when I was holding it, I wasn't thinking rationally. I was swept up by the 
scepter. Who knows if I'll really do it differently or not." Erec felt sick. Going 
into the dark room in his mind and seeing the scepter in his hands again and 
again was just making him want it more. Could that be why he finally lost it and 
stole the scepter from the king? Could this be a weird loop of fate, where 
something in the future happens only because he is looking into the future? 


Thinking made him feel worse. Maybe it was time he took a break from the 
small, dark room for a while. 

Bethany pushed the platter away, no longer hungry. "Either way, Oscar is the 
key. Let's send him a letter. If we can make sure he stays away, then we might 
avoid the whole problem." She gave him a half smile. "Hey, I know what will 
happen now too. That has to help. I'll keep an eye out for Oscar and try to keep 
you away from King Piter's scepter." 

They found paper and drafted a letter: 

Dear Oscar, 

What I am about to tell you is extremely important. You need to stay away 
from me. Something bad will happen if you see me. I know you've been really 
good about this, but you might accidentally run into me. So please change what 
you will do and make sure you don't follow me anywhere, or go where anyone at 
all could see you. 

I hope this makes sense. 

Your friend, 

Erec 

"Why didn't you tell him not to come to the castle?" Bethany asked. 

"Then Baskania would know I'm in the castle now. I had to keep it vague." He 
thought a moment. "I guess we should send this snail 
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from somewhere else so they don't know we're here. Want to come with me to 
the Port-O-Door?" 

They studied the map of Otherness in the vestibule of the Port-O-Door. "This 
looks like a good spot." Erec pointed. 

A grin broke out over Bethany's face. It was far away, an edge of Otherness 
that bordered with eastern Mongolia. It bore the name Cesspool Pits. She tapped 
that spot on the map, and when they heard a click, they opened the door. 

Noxious stench filled the vestibule. This land in Otherness was aptly named. 
In front of them, a wasteland of oozing pits bubbled with grotesque shades of 
green and brown. 

"Hurry!" Bethany held her nose, backing away. As Erec dropped the snail 
outside the door, its eyes swung toward him and shot him a dirty look before it 
sunk into the ground. 

Cutie Pie, pink and fluffy as ever, bounded across the lawns of the castle and 
jumped in Bethany's lap by the fountains. Erec had never seen the pudgy cat 
running; she usually preferred to be carried. Bethany picked her up, amazed. 
"Cutie Pie?" 

Cutie Pie rested a paw on her shoulder and cupped another in front of 


Bethany's ear. It had been a while since Erec had seen Cutie Pie telling her a 
secret. He wondered what it was about. 

Bethany's jaw dropped, then a smirk lit her face. "How immature. You'd think 
they'd have something better to do." She put the cat down and said, "Sounds like 
the Stain boys are up to their usual tricks, picking on people. I don't know why 
this is so important to Cutie Pie, but she heard them talking about stealing pie 
and taking it with them to the Green House. Probably just the beginning of them 
strolling around, taking whatever they want from people." She shook her head. 

Then a sly smile lit her face. "I can't stand to hear about them making 
everyone miserable. I've got an idea." She grinned. "Along 
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the lines of writing letters to Oscar, and sending Team Dread on a wild goose 
chase. Maybe I'll make a pie and leave it out somewhere in Alypium for them. I 
can leave it near the Green House to make sure they get it." 

"Make a pie?" Erec didn't understand. But then he remembered the new 
Serving Tray they got from the druids. "Think you can get that tray to make 
something that looks good on the outside?" 

"Easy as pie." Bethany grinned. 

Erec walked through the castle gardens, recreating his vision of the future in 
his mind. It was painful to think about. His worst nightmare was coming true, 
watching himself giving in to the scepter and ruining everything. This was why 
he hadn't wanted to do the quests to begin with. He never should have even 
started them. 

The sun felt good on his back. He didn't want to look at the castle anymore or 
even be near it. The pressure was awful. So he walked past the maze and into the 
woods. After a while, he found the trickling brook where he had sat a long time 
ago, upset when he had first found out what the people of Alypium thought of 
him. 

He thought he'd had problems then, but he'd had no idea what problems were. 
Big deal if people didn't like him. At least he wasn't about to destroy everything 
because he was too weak. He sat and threw sticks and pebbles into the water. 
The Hermit believed that Erec could take care of the castle problem. The Hermit 
also thought Erec would be able to find the Twrch Trwyth and do the fourth 
quest that the Fates had given him. Too bad the Hermit was goofy. Why had he 
ever listened to him? 

Erec went over what he had seen in his head. He had stolen King Piter's 
scepter from him and used it against him, sending the king to Avalon. He had 
then walked into the castle gardens, all pleased with himself and power mad. 
Then he'd spotted Oscar running away. 
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A few minutes later the castle had started to collapse, and Erec had used his 
scepter to rescue whoever was inside of it. 

Baskania had found out it was time for the castle to come down because of 
Oscar. Erec had seen that for himself. And Balor, Dollick, and Damon had run to 
watch, and Balor had called on the bronze ghosts to help. 

Erec hung his head. All he could do was hope Oscar wouldn't show up after he 
got the letter. That and try his best to...What? His best not to do every single 
thing he saw himself doing? Not to steal the scepter. Not to send the king to 
Avalon. Not to run outside. To go somewhere different so Oscar wouldn't see 
him? 

He hoped he could and would do all of these things. The only problem was 
that he knew how he would feel and what would be going on in his head when 
he had the scepter, and none of it was rational. It was like hoping he would do 
the right thing when he knew he'd be insane. 

When it became too painful to think about, he turned his thoughts to the fourth 
quest. At least he and his friends had done some good there. Even though he 
supposed the Awen would return to their original spots in a few weeks, Erec and 
his friends were giving the druids a real break, as well as the others whom the 
Awen had affected. 

If there was just a way to keep the Awen from returning. He had to hook them 
to the Twrch Trwyth, but that was impossible. Erec wondered if maybe Olwen 
Cullwich had known where the thing was hidden before Baskania had torn him 
apart. What a brave man, if he had, keeping the secret hidden through all that. 

Erec shuddered, remembering Olwen's demise. He missed Aoquesth. Maybe if 
Aoquesth were here he would have an answer to the problem. He knew so much. 

Aoquesth. A thought popped into Erec's head. He had wondered, a while back, 
if there was a way to change things. If only he could go 
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back and save Aoquesth, if he could figure out how to relive the battle in 
Otherness that was his second quest. He had almost forgotten the Novikov Time 
Bender in the castle basement. Maybe he could use it to change the past so 
Aoquesth could be alive now. 

Water tumbled over the stones in the brook, spurting tiny fountains into the 
air. Erec stared at it, frozen. 

Aoquesth. Time Bender. Olwen Cullwich. It all clicked. 

Erec stood and ran to the catacombs under the castle. That was the answer. He 
was going back in time. 
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CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE The 


Novikov Time Bender 


HOMER, THE GOLDEN ghost, hovered in the air before the Novikov Time 
Bender. He seemed to be smiling, although his features were hard to make out. 
"Welcome back, Erec Rex." 

"Thanks." Erec hesitated. He didn't want to say anything to ruin his chances. 
"I would like to use the Novikov Time Bender, please. It's really important." 

"I know you do," the ghost said, fluttering in the air. "And I know why." 
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"So...it's okay?" 

"Your motivations are the best, Erec, no matter what your results may be. That 
is all that matters. Steering the future is up to you, not me, as long as you are 
driven by your heart." 

Erec looked at the machine with apprehension. It did not help that it looked 
like a gold coffin with a glass front. "Can I see through it when I'm inside?" 

"Yes, until you turn the dials. Then you will see only where you are in time. I 
can watch over you through the glass. Or when I look in the viewer." He pointed 
at a small television screen extending from the side of the Time Bender. "There I 
can see what is happening where you have gone." 

"So you'll see on the screen what I'm doing, and through this glass case you'll 
just see me lying there?" 

"Yes." 

Going into the past seemed too easy. Erec had expected some resistance. "Will 
you let anyone know that I went?" 

"Not if you don't want me to." 

He heard his voice crack, and he realized he was afraid of going. "Do I need to 
take anything with me?" 

"You won't be able to," the ghost said. "That was a problem with the first 
prototype. People went back naked because they could not take clothing with 
them. This new model will give you a version of what you are wearing now, 
made to fit you at any age you pick." 

"And when I go back, will I know everything I know now?" 

"You will. Except your body will look the same as it was at that time, of 
course." 

Erec then asked a question that really bothered him. "What happens to the 
other version of me that was there then? What if I run into it?" 
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"That's the beauty of the Time Bender," the ghost said. "You can't run into 
yourself. You go into your body at that time. So there will be no other version of 
you there. Whatever you do when you go back will be all that you do then. Your 
old self evaporates from your body a while, then returns when you leave." 

"Does it remember anything?" Erec asked. "Will the old me remember what 
the new me did after I leave?" 

"No, the old you will have no idea. It will feel like a bit of amnesia, I'm afraid. 
That's why it is only recommended to use the Time Bender once. More times 
might cause a problem. Are you sure you want to do this?" 

"Definitely." Erec gulped. He had his doubts, though. "Could I get stuck 
there?" 

"That should not happen. Unless, of course, somebody keeps you from 
coming back to this room again. You have to get back here to return." The ghost 
stretched what looked like an arm, and the machine lowered so it was flat on the 
ground. 

That put a time limit on his visit, for sure. Best to get this over with before he 
got too nervous. He pulled the handle on the glass front door of the Time Bender, 
climbed in, lay down, and shut the door over him. Three red dials hung against 
the side of the machine near his shoulder. 

This was it, he thought. His chance to fix everything. If he succeeded, 
Aoquesth would be alive and well when he stepped out again. Not only that, but 
everything would be better. Everything. 

Erec was not going back to the battle where Aoquesth had died. He wanted 
the Time Bender to take him back much further. Back before he ever had left 
Alypium, before he had his memory removed. He would find Olwen Cullwich 
and get the Twrch Trwyth. And while he was there, he would learn who his 
father and birth mother were. 
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And he would do one other thing too, which would change everything. If he 
was successful, Aoquesth would be alive again. 

Erec had to think before he turned the top dial to a date. He was born on April 
18, almost fourteen years ago. He could not remember anything before he was 
four years old, so that was probably the time his memory had been removed. But 
his mother had told him he was the wrong age for a long time, and it was hard to 
remember being that young anyway, so he couldn't be exact. 

He needed to choose a date before the castle was turned on its side. That way 
he'd be able to get out of the catacombs and back in again when he was ready to 
leave. In the fall, King Piter had said the castle had been on its side for almost 
ten years. So Erec would go back a little while before then. That timing seemed 


perfect. 

Erec wound the three dials--one each for the year, month, and day--to bring 
him back ten years and five months. It would be August 18, when Erec was three 
years and four months old. 

When the last dial stopped on the number 18, the front of the glass clouded. A 
whirl of dust and specks blew by from right to left outside of the glass, making 
the box feel like the inside of a tornado. His arms twitched, aching. Then his 
whole body shook, twisted, flailed in the machine. Everything hurt. He felt 
dizzy, filled with strange sensations, a gurgling in his stomach that rose up to his 
throat. 

His head tingled, but when he reached up, to where his head should have 
been, to rub it, it wasn't there. Instead his hands were on his shoulders. He had to 
stretch much higher to touch his head, which seemed to have grown enormous. 
Maybe that was what all the itching, stretching, and pinching was from. His 
body was getting distorted. 

For a moment he panicked. What if something had gone wrong? 
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He remembered how awful he had looked holding the Awen of Beauty. What 
if this journey disfigured him permanently? 

He took a breath, telling himself to relax. No matter how bad he was now, he 
assured himself that it would get fixed one way or another. He looked down at 
his hands and arms. They were small and spindly. In fact, his whole body was 
small and spindly, except for his stomach, which stuck out a bit, and his 
enormous head. 

The glass front of the Novikov Time Bender cleared, and he could see the 
room and the golden ghost through it. Had it worked? Was he right back where 
he'd started, only deformed now? With some difficulty, Erec pushed the glass 
door open and sat up. 

Homer gathered above him in the air like a golden storm cloud with facial 
features. "You made it, Erec. Good for you. How are you feeling?" 

"I made it?" Erec's voice sounded high, and his words came slowly, like his 
mouth was stuffed with cotton balls. It was hard to even form the words, as if his 
mouth had its own ideas of what to do. "Am I back ten years?" 

"You are," Homer said. "You might find it interesting to look in a mirror when 
you get a chance. There are plenty up in the west wing." 

Erec was very interested, but he dreaded the idea too. He might see what he 
looked like before June, his adoptive mother, had changed his looks--if he wasn't 
too deformed now to tell. He'd never even seen a picture of himself at this age. It 
would be unnerving. 


"Thank you," he garbled. It sounded like his mouth was ultraslow and full of 
food. At least his mind was moving at the normal speed. 

He reached the golden doorknob and walked into the catacombs of the castle. 
They looked exactly as they did when Erec had walked down them a few 
minutes ago--which was over ten years later--except they seemed much taller 
and wider now that he was small. He 
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knew where he was going, but he took twice as long to get there with his little 
footsteps. 

He found himself much more aware of the floor, as he was closer to it. He had 
never really worried about seeing rats or mice down here before, but now they 
would be much bigger compared to him, and the thought frightened him. In fact, 
anyone he ran into would seem huge and able to scoop him up and do anything 
to him. He was pretty defenseless, he realized. 

Climbing the stairway into the west wing was tiring. Each step seemed 
immense. He opened the door and darted into a shadow behind a suit of armor. 
Maids and butlers scurried about, cleaning and carrying trays. People in suits and 
long black cloaks whizzed down the hallway. Erec could not believe how huge 
they were. He had to lean his head back to see who was walking nearby. 

Then Erec froze. Balthazar Ugry was there, right in front of him. It took Erec 
a minute to be sure it was him. Ugry looked exactly the same, yet different, 
somehow. Less frightening. More normal. But Erec could not place why. 

He waited for Ugry and a few other people to walk by. Then, when nobody 
was looking, he darted behind a statue and stole down the hallway. There were a 
lot of sitting rooms with mirrors. He just had to find one that was empty. 

Erec pushed the door shut so nobody would see him. An ornate mirror hung 
on the wall over a row of molding that was just over his head. It looked like it 
was three feet off the floor, and he guessed he was just over three feet tall. But 
even when he stood on his toes, his eyes just missed the mirror. 

He pushed a soft, cushioned chair against the wall and climbed onto it, which 
took a little doing as the seat was about as high as his chest. But when he stood 
and looked at himself, he jumped. A tiny 

326 

child was staring back at him. A stranger. Curly blond hair tumbled around his 
face like a girl's. But his face didn't look girlish, at least. It was wide, with round, 
pink cheeks and a pointy chin. Only his blue eyes looked relatively unchanged. 

Again he had to stretch his arms all the way up to reach over the top of his 
head. Now, looking in the mirror, he realized it was not because his head was 
abnormally big. It was his arms that were small. He looked pretty much in 


proportion--for a tiny kid, at least. His clothes looked funny on him, the same 
red tee shirt and jeans, but at least they fit. At least he had clothes. 

So, he nodded into the mirror, this was what he had to deal with. Could be 
worse. It was actually to his benefit to be little like this. When he was done 
spying around in the castle, he would stroll into the agora and wait for some nice 
person to come help him. Maybe walk into a shop and ask for a policeman, say 
he was lost. It would seem perfectly natural that he had no clue where he lived 
and just called his parents Mom and Dad. He knew his own name, Erec Rex, and 
the police should be able to find out where he lived from that alone. Then, voila- 
-he would take him safely where he needed to go. Then, voila--he would get to 
meet his father and birth mother. 

A chill zipped through him. Out of habit, every time he thought about his 
father he remembered that terrible old dream, that awful memory of the father 
that had turned out not to be his. What would his real father be like? Aoquesth 
had said such great things about him. He hoped his father lived up to them. 
Either way, Erec could not wait to finally meet him. 

And his birth mother, too. He had so many unanswered questions for her. Why 
would she leave him? What would happen to her? She might not know all the 
answers yet, of course. Those were things that would happen in her future. 
Maybe he could change them while he 
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was here. Who knew? Maybe he could rearrange things so that he was never 
adopted to begin with. 

Then he felt guilty for thinking that. June was a better mother than he could 
ever imagine. He wasn't sure what he would do when he met his parents, if he 
would try to change his fate or not. Maybe when he spent time with them, the 
answers would all become clear. 

But first he had to make a decision. He needed to do three things on this 
journey. First, meet his parents and find out what had happened to them. Second, 
find Olwen Cullwich and get the Twrch Trwyth. And third, there was something 
he had to do at the castle that would change everything, save everyone, and bring 
Aoquesth back. But should he meet his parents first and then come back to the 
castle? Or should he do the other two things while he was here? 

The door flew open with a bang. An old woman in a maid's uniform clattered 
in with her equipment. She took one glance at Erec and marched over to him 
with a fierce expression. 

"Hi." Erec smiled. He was about to launch into an explanation, but the maid 
grabbed him by the waist and flung him over her shoulder. 

"Put me down." The words came out slow. He realized that he sounded like a 


three-year-old, despite his best efforts. The maid was marching him somewhere 
and did not seem to care one bit what he said. "Let me go. I'm going home." The 
words took too long and came out squeaky. The maid rounded a corner. Erec 
began to struggle, throwing himself around so she would lose her balance. But 
no matter how much he kicked and flailed, she was stronger and did not come 
close to dropping him. 

Deeper into the west wing, Erec got nervous. Where was she taking him? 
They wouldn't punish a little kid for being here illegally, would they? Maybe she 
was going to find someone to take him home. That would work for him. He 
relaxed and waited. 
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The maid opened a door to a vast playroom and set him down. Toy shelves 
were everywhere, with massive toys on them. It took him a moment to 
remember that the toys were not massive; it was just that he was small. "I found 
this one in a parlor, way down by the hall of armor," the maid grunted, annoyed. 

A young blond woman rushed to Erec and fell to her knees before him. "I was 
looking for you, sweetie! Where did you go, Prince Poo-Poo Head?" 

Erec felt dizzy. What was this? Someone had been looking for him? And who 
was Prince Poo-Poo Head? It did not sound like a compliment. There must be 
some mistake. He looked around the room. Two other kids who looked about his 
size were playing nearby, both with blond curls like his. A girl was coloring in a 
book on a rug, with boxes of crayons and markers spread around her, and a boy 
was running around the room with his arms out, pretending he was flying. 

The boy spotted him and ran right into him, knocking him over. Erec's 
shoulder hit the wood floor, which hurt, and the boy's shoe smashed into his 
face. "Crash!" the boy shouted. "Crash Prince Poo-Poo Head." Then he ran 
away, looking over his shoulder as if he expected Erec to chase after him. 

Erec dusted himself off and looked at the woman. "I'm not Prince Poo-Poo 
Head," he managed to get out, slowly. 

Before he could clarify further, the woman sat him on her knee. "You're not?" 
her voice sung. "You don't want to be Prince Poo-Poo Head anymore? Okay, 
then." She bounced him up and down. "Who will we be today?" 

Erec pointed at himself. "I'm Erec Rex." 

"I know, silly." She kissed his cheek. "Of course you are. So you don't want to 
be called Prince Poo-Poo Head, then? You just want me to call you Erec now?" 
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Erec nodded. How did she know him? He looked at the other two kids in the 
room, confused. "Who are you?" 

"I'm Clio. You know me, silly. I was just sick last week. It hasn't been that 


long." 

The boy ran toward him, head bent, as if to knock him over again. "Prince 
Poo-Poo Head," he growled as if he fancied himself a train engine. 

Erec stepped behind Clio just in time and let the boy sail by. He said to her, "I 
want to go home." 

She looked at him curiously. "This is your home, silly. Are you playing a 
game?" 

Something was wrong. This was not his home. This was the castle. And those 
other two kids... 

They looked like him. 

No. Erec shook his head. 

"What's wrong, sweetie? You look funny. Are you feeling okay?" Clio put a 
hand on his head. 

Erec could not answer. This was impossible. He was here, in the castle, with-- 
and looking just like--two other kids who also lived here. They looked like...Erec 
couldn't think the word. 

But he had to. They looked like triplets. 

Erec bit his lip. Clio hugged him and said, "Oh, sweetie. You look scared. I 
think something upset you when you got lost. Were you frightened out there?" 

Erec nodded, just to get her to lay off a minute. He had to absorb all this 
information. He pointed at the little girl. "Is that my sister?" 

"Yes," Clio said, "and that's your brother." She pointed to the boy. "And you 
are Erec, and I am Clio. Very good." 

"We are triplets?" 

Even though the word sounded garbled, like his mouth was full of food, Clio 
was impressed. "Very good! You are triplets. 
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That's the right word! You got it." She mussed his soft curls, proud of him. 

Erec sat in disbelief, and she pulled him onto her giant lap. He was one of the 
triplets? But he thought that was impossible. The triplets would be...no, they 
would be his age. He'd just found out that he was a year older than he'd thought 
he was. 

Maybe this wasn't real, he thought. Maybe this was just a dream. He looked 
up at Clio. "Pinch me," he said, although it sounded more like "Pitch me." 

Clio understood him anyway. "Now, why would I do that, Prince Poo-Poo 
Head--I mean Erec? I wouldn't hurt you." 

Erec slapped his own chubby cheeks until she stopped him. He certainly felt 
it. Did that mean he was really awake? 

"Now stop that," Clio said. "I don't like to see you hurt yourself, sweets." 


Erec looked at her. If this was not a dream, if he was really one of the royal 
triplets, he wanted proof. "I want my mom." The words came slow. He wanted to 
say, "I want to see my mom," but it would have been much more effort. Anyway, 
nobody expected him to speak well, the way he looked. 

"Your mother is busy," Clio said. "But I'll see what I can do." 

She went to the door and called for someone. Another woman appeared and 
they spoke awhile. She heard Clio say, "I have no idea how he got out. I was 
watching them the whole time, I promise. I asked a few people to search for him. 
Could you let everyone know he's okay?" She looked at Erec. "He wants his 
mom now. Normally I wouldn't interrupt her, but he seems pretty upset." 

The woman disappeared and Clio sat down again with Erec. "Would you like 
a story?" She reached for a book. 

"No, thanks." There was no way he was going to sit through a baby book now. 
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"That was so polite," Clio gushed. 

Erec walked around the room, surveying its contents and avoiding the other 
boy's wild attempts to knock him down. His brother's attempts. He stared at the 
boy awhile in shock. He had a brother and a sister. Strangely, the girl looked 
familiar, which did not make sense. His memory of this time had been removed. 
But the more he looked her over, the less sure he was. Nobody he knew really 
resembled her at all. 

He waited, hoping his birth mother would come in soon. He would finally get 
to meet her. So, she was the queen? 

And his father was King Piter? That thought made him angry. It couldn't be. 
Surely, after all the time they had spent together, if King Piter were Erec's father, 
he would have said something by now. 

What was it that the king had told him? Something like, "I'm not ready for you 
to know who your father is yet." That was real nice. He didn't feel like dealing 
with a son. Gotta love it. 

The door opened and a woman walked inside and looked around. "Erec? 
There you are." She swept brown hair back from her face, crouched down, arms 
spread wide to catch him when he ran to her. 

But Erec just stared at her, bewildered. He knew exactly who this was. He 
could not believe he was seeing her here, now, at the castle. It was June, his 
adoptive mother, but she looked so young. June had said she used to work at the 
castle. He had forgotten. Was she his real mother? Was she the queen? Had 
nobody been straight with him? 

"You're right," June said to Clio. "He's not his normal self." She tilted her 
head. "You okay, Prince Poo-Poo Head?" 


"He wants to be called Erec now," Clio whispered. 

Erec walked closer to his mother, torn between wanting a hug, some comfort 
and safety amid all his disturbing thoughts, and wanting to throw something at 
her for lying to him all those years. "Mom?" 

332 

June flushed. "Did you hear that?" she asked Clio. "He called me Mom. Poor 
thing's all mixed up. He's never done that before." 

She sat on the floor. "Come here, Erec." 

Erec walked to her, now completely confused. He let June put him on her lap. 
"I know you've had a bad afternoon. You got lost, didn't you? We asked for your 
mother to come see you, and she said she would be here soon." She hugged 
Erec, and the hug felt better than any he could remember. "It's okay, okay..." She 
rocked him back and forth. "You're safe now." 

With June's big arms around him he finally relaxed. But, to his horror, the 
stress of learning that he was one of the royal triplets, the stress of going back in 
time, and the stress he had been through with the Awen and the manticore caught 
up with him. He choked, and then tears streamed down his cheeks. This was 
horrifying! He didn't cry like this anymore, in front of everyone. 

Of course, June didn't think twice about it. She just kept rocking and patting 
him, which made it worse. Erec's tension poured out along with more tears. He 
buried his face in her shirt in shame. Maybe it was this stupid baby body that 
made crying so easy. Whatever it was, he didn't like it. 
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CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR Olwen 
Cullwich 


THERE HERE WAS A burst of scurrying, straightening, and dusting off of 
clothing. "Queen Hesti's coming!" a voice whispered loudly near the doorway. 
"And she's blond this afternoon. She'll be here any minute." 

"Kids," Clio said sweetly, "your mother's here. Stand straight, now, and give 
her nice smiles." 

Erec's nerves jumbled and he felt funny, almost sick. After all this time he 
would finally get to meet his birth mother. And she was a 
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queen, no less. What would she be like? He had so much to ask her. 

The door flew open, and a tall, beautiful woman walked inside. Her hair was a 
long, curly blond, like theirs was, and she had high cheekbones and green eyes 
so soft that they were almost gray. Erec gasped when he saw her. Maybe it was 


his height, but from where he stood, she looked like a powerful Amazon warrior. 

Clio bowed. "Your majesty, your hair looks lovely today." 

"Thank you, Clio." The queen walked over to the little girl and knelt down 
beside her. "What are you coloring, honey?" 

The little girl pointed. "A flying pony." 

"Zoom! Zoom!" Erec's brother whipped by her, almost knocking over his 
mother. 

"Slow down there, tyke," Queen Hesti said. She turned to Erec. "What's 
wrong, little Poo-Poo Head? Did you get lost? Come here, honey." 

Erec slowly walked to his mother, stunned. The queen exchanged looks with 
Clio, acknowledging that he was acting strange. He stood before her, looking 
into her eyes. So this was her. He couldn't believe it. She wrapped her arms 
around him, and he hugged her back with his little hands. It was strange, he had 
never seen her before, not that he could remember anyway. But this was his birth 
mother. And here she was hugging him. He was glad, but it still didn't feel the 
same as when June had hugged him before. 

"Erec, do you want to spend some time with me today?" His mother smiled. 
"T'd like that." 

"Yes." Erec searched her eyes. What should he ask first? He didn't know 
where to begin. "Do you love me?" He hated the way his voice squeaked. 

The queen kissed him all over his face, which made him blush. "Of course I 
love you, sweetheart. You're my baby." She hugged him again. 

335 

But Erec pulled away this time. "Are you going to leave me?" 

She looked concerned, tilting her head. "No, honey. Why are you asking 
that?" She looked at Clio accusingly. "What happened to him when he got lost?" 

Clio wrung her hands. "I'm so sorry, your highness. I have no idea how he got 
out, but he wasn't gone long. One of the maids found him straightaway." 

Erec didn't want to make Clio look bad. "I'm okay, really." "Really" sounded 
like "weally" when he said it, making him cringe. 

The queen looked at him oddly. "Okay. Erec, you don't seem yourself. Why 
don't we go get a treat together, just you and me?" 

"Treat! Treat!" his brother shouted, closing in. 

Clio picked up his hand. "You're staying with me, Prince Muck-Muck. We're 
having a big old treat here, just for you." 

Erec walked out of the playroom holding his mother's hand. 

The cloud cream sundae tasted better than any Erec had ever had. His mother 
shared it with him, dipping her spoon into his bowl. That was fine, since it 
seemed three times the normal size, and he was filling up fast. 


Erec was enjoying getting to know his birth mother, but he had so much he 
needed to ask her. "Is Dad King Piter?" 

"Yes," she said patiently. "That's what other people call him. You just call him 
Daddy." 

Now that he had confirmed that fact, Erec felt another rush of anger. King 
Piter really was his father, but he'd just never felt like telling him. Considering 
the number of times the question came up, it was practically the same as a lie. 

But sitting next to his beautiful mother, his anger drained away. How would 
his life have been different if she had raised him? If he'd grown up knowing he 
was a prince? What would that have been like, 
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rather than growing up with no money in a crowded house, moving every 
year? 

It occurred to Erec that this woman, his mother, was still alive somewhere, in 
Erec's future! He knew he would have to find her when he went back. If only he 
could figure out why she'd left. Maybe then he could find a clue to where she 
was. "Is King Piter nice to you?" 

The queen smushed his cheeks together. "Call him Daddy, honey. Of course 
he's nice to me. We love each other. And you have to be nice to people you love, 
right?" 

"Will you ever leave me?" 

"No." The queen ruffled his hair, looking concerned. "What happened when 
you got lost? Did you see something scary?" 

"No." Erec shook his head. 

It was time to try now. This was the third thing he had planned to do on his 
visit into the past. The most important thing he had to do here. More important 
than learning who his birth parents were, and even more than getting the Twrch 
Trwyth. After this everything would change. 

Erec had to warn her and the king about what would happen to them so they 
could prevent it. It would stop the chain of events that would lead to all the 
problems. Erec would not end up doing quests alone. Aoquesth would not die 
protecting Erec. Everything would be different. He had to warn King Piter and 
Queen Hesti that the queen would be attacked, that the king would be bewitched 
and put the castle on its side, that their triplets would be killed... 

His breath caught again when he remembered. He was one of the triplets. So 
they weren't killed. Of course. That's why he was supposed to do the twelve 
quests, be the next king. Why he was the rightful ruler. King Piter should have 
told him. 

He pointed at himself. "I'm thirteen. I--" 
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"No, honey, you're three," Queen Hesti corrected. 

Erec wished he could speak faster. It took him so long to get words out. "I 
came back in time from ten years later. I'm thirteen." 

The Queen stared at him in shock. Erec felt a rush of relief. He had finally 
gotten his message across. "I can't believe it," she said. "Can you say that 
again?" 

It took him a while to get the words out, but he finally managed to repeat it. 

She shook her head in disbelief. "Where did you learn to talk like this? That's 
amazing. These are such big boy words. "Ten years later."’ She thought a 
moment. "You actually will be thirteen ten years from now! Did you know that? 
You are so smart." She kissed him. "I think we know what your magical gift is, 
Erec. We've been waiting to find out. You have the gift of brains, or an amazing 
speaking ability at least. This is wonderful." 

It occurred to Erec that she was more excited about the words he was using 
than what he was actually saying. He tried again. "Someone will try to kill us. 
We should hide." 

"This is fantastic," she said. "But don't talk about killing, sweetie. That's not a 
nice thing. I guess it will take you a while to figure out how to use your big 
words.” 

Erec sagged from the effort of trying to make her listen. "I really came back in 
a time machine. Hecate Jekyll is bad. She'll put King--Daddy--under a spell." 

The queen pursed her lips in thought. "Maybe it's a storytelling gift." She 
kissed his forehead. "Whatever it is, I'm so happy for you." 

Erec wanted to scream in frustration. She wasn't listening. "Olwen Cullwich," 
he said. "I want Olwen Cullwich." 

His mother laughed. "You are full of surprises today, Prince Poo-Poo Head. 
You remember Olwen? That's pretty good you remember his name." 
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"Can I see him?" Erec felt his lower lip slide forward. 

"No, Erec. He is a friend of Daddy's. We don't play with Daddy's friends, 
okay?" 

As wonderful as it was to meet his mother, the exchange had been a disaster. 
No matter how hard he tried, she focused only on his great vocabulary but did 
not believe anything he said. He couldn't actually blame her. How convincing 
could he be, stammering out words like a baby? 

Soon he was back with his brother, who would only refer to himself as "Prince 
Muck-Muck," and his sister, who preferred "Princess Pretty Pony." As exciting 
as it should have been to meet his siblings, they were far from interesting. 


He had to find Olwen Cullwich. And, angry at him or not, he needed to talk to 
King Piter. He had to warn him about what would happen, just as he'd tried to 
warn his mother. Maybe he could make him listen. 

"I want my daddy," he said to Clio. 

"Your daddy is busy, sweetie," she answered. "He'll come say good night 
later." 

But Erec did not want to wait for later, when King Piter would no doubt pop 
his head in and whisk off again. He needed to talk to him now. It would be 
harder to escape, he knew, with Clio on high alert. But he waited until she was in 
the bathroom with his sister and then snuck out the door. 

Before anybody noticed, he shut it and dashed behind a plant. Making his way 
forward, he darted behind statues and doors, carefully waiting until the hallways 
were Clear. Everything seemed immense now, but he still knew the way to King 
Piter's throne room. He hoped the king was there. 

It was hard to pull one of the heavy throne-room doors open, but 
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Erec managed to slip through. At the other end of the room, King Piter sat on 
his throne. He looked just the same as Erec remembered, except his hair was 
brown, not white. Talking to him was another familiar figure, who looked 
identical now to how he did in the future: the Hermit. 

At first Erec's heart leapt when he saw the Hermit. He would help him explain 
everything to the king. But then Erec remembered that the Hermit would also 
have no clue about what was going on with him. Ten years ago the Hermit only 
knew Erec as a tiny kid. 

Erec ran across the room, which took a while. King Piter and the Hermit 
looked up at him with surprise. 

The king said, "Erec? Is that you? What are you doing here, boy?" 

Erec climbed up the Lia Fail next to King Piter's throne and said, "I have to 
talk to you, Dad." 

Saying "Dad" to the king sounded strange. The king set Erec on his knee. 
"You shouldn't be running around out here, Erec." 

"Dad, I came from the future." He wished his words were clearer, and that he 
could sound older. 

The king's eyebrows shot up. "Did you hear that?" He turned to the Hermit, 
amazed. "He said 'the future. Then to Erec, "Those are awfully big words for 
such a little boy. Good job, son." The king looked proud. 

The Hermit, on the other hand, seemed interested. "You came from the future, 
Erec?" 

Finally, Erec thought, someone was listening. "Yes. I have to tell you. Bad 


guys are going to try to get us. Hecate Jekyll will put a spell on you. We have to 
go away for a year." Would that take care of the problem? Maybe it would just 
put it off. Erec had another idea. "Let us sleep in your room from now on. Then 
we'll be safe. And guard the door." 
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King Piter's mouth hung wide open. "You are incredible, Erec. It's like you got 
super smart overnight. Can your brother and sister talk like this now too?" 

Erec wanted to shake him. "Listen to me. Let us sleep in your room." 

"That's amazing," the king said, stunned. And then, as if part of it finally sunk 
in, he said, "Good try using those big words, son. That's my Erec. As soon as he 
can speak well, he's trying to con his way into sleeping in our room." He 
laughed. 

Erec closed his eyes in frustration. The Hermit watched him carefully. Finally, 
Erec said, "I came through your Time Bender." If this didn't explain it, nothing 
would. 

The king bent his head toward him in amazement. "My..." He glanced at the 
Hermit, then lowered his voice. "You must have overheard me talk about that 
with your mother. I'm going to have to be a lot more careful." He shook his head. 
"Erec, you must never mention that thing again. It's a secret, okay? Just forget 
you heard me use those words." 

"I have a dragon eye," Erec said, pointing at his blue eye. "I got it ten years 
from now." 

The king could not believe what he was hearing. "And we think you three 
never pay attention to us. You've heard me talk about dragon eyes too? I'm going 
to have to be much more careful around you." 

Erec sizzled with anger. Same old King Piter, not listening to him, not trusting 
him. And not owning up to being his father later. He held back the urge to pound 
him with his tiny fists, which would do no good at all. At least he could make 
the king uncomfortable, though. "Time Bender," he said. "Time Bender. Time 
Bender. Novikov Time Bender." 

The king grew more and more flustered each time Erec said it. 
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"Shhh!" He held his finger before his lips. "Erec. That is not to be talked 
about. Secret words, son. Okay? Secret." 

Erec glared at him. "Time Bender." 

The king dropped his head into his hand. 

But the Hermit asked, "What if he really is from the future? Maybe you 
should let the triplets sleep in your room awhile." 

"Easy for you to say," the king said. "Then the nursemaids will be in and out. 


Or I'll be up half the night taking them to the bathroom and getting them drinks. 
No, they are fine where they are. And Erec is not from the future," he added. 
"He's from the same place his brother and sister are from. I happen to have 
known them all a little while." 

Erec's respect for the Hermit grew immensely at that moment. But at least he 
could make one more request. "Olwen Cullwich," he said. "I need Olwen 
Cullwich." 

"Olwen?" The king laughed. "He's a viceroy in my court." His forehead 
wrinkled. "I can't imagine you've even met him. You really remember him?" 

Erec nodded. "Can I talk to him?" 

The king looked like he was losing interest in the conversation. "No, Erec. 
You cannot talk with grown-ups that you don't know. Olwen is not a friend of 
yours." 

"I need Olwen." Erec felt tears coming and could not stop them from pouring 
from his eyes. Ugh! He was so angry at himself for losing it. This would ruin 
any credibility he had. That was, if he'd ever had any at all. 

"Okay," the king said, clapping his hands. "Time to go to the nursery. Sorry, 
Hermit. I better take him back." 

"Would you like me to?" the Hermit asked. 

"Yes!" Erec shouted. "I want Hermit!" 

The king looked unsure. "I don't think so. I'll put him back myself, thanks." 
He picked Erec up. 
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Erec grabbed the Hermit's nose--the only part of him he could reach. The 
Hermit gave him a knowing nod, like a respectful salute. 

"Olwen Cullwich!" Erec shouted, before his father, King Piter, carried him 
away. 

Clio was beyond apologetic when the king returned Erec to the playroom. 
"Maybe it's best if someone else takes over for a while," the king said sternly. 
Clio ran from the room in tears. 

Erec felt terrible about Clio. But at least her replacement was June. 

"Mom!" He ran to give her a hug when he saw her. June had a big smile and a 
squeeze for him but said, "Just call me June, Erec. Save 'Mom' for your mommy, 
okay?" 

"Okay. Mom? I mean, June?" 

"Yes, Prince Poo-Poo Head? I mean, Erec?" 

"I want Olwen Cullwich. I need Olwen." 

Every chance he got over the next day he asked for Olwen Cullwich. 
Everyone seemed to think it was amusing, and they took turns speculating why 


he was fixated on that name. Nobody thought he had a clue who Olwen really 
was. Erec felt like a talking monkey--interesting, but not capable of making 
sense to anyone. 

Finally he gave up. He stood against one of the toy shelves, arms crossed, a 
bitter look on his cherub face. Everything was going wrong. He was here, in the 
very spot he lived when he was little, seeing everything he always wanted to 
know about. He now knew exactly who his father and birth mother were. He saw 
June in action--no more questions about what she used to do in Alypium. He was 
in the same city as Olwen Cullwich, who still had the Twrch Trwyth. Everything 
was in place for him to make a clean sweep and fix everything, but nobody 
would pay attention to him. He was helpless. 
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He kicked a small wooden duck into a pile of toy animals, sending them 
flying. That was it. He was not going to let other people stand in his way. It was 
time to take care of things himself. Even if it meant wandering through Alypium 
in a three-year-old body to find Olwen Cullwich. 

He told June that he wanted a hat, and she found a floppy denim one for him 
to wear. Then he waved his brother over. "C'mere. What's your name again?" 

"Prince Muck-Muck!" the blond boy shouted, running around like a maniac. 

"What's your real name?" 

"Prince Muck-Muck!" the boy shouted louder, raising a plastic sword over his 
head. 

"All right, put that down." Erec said. "Come here, Prince Muck-Muck. You 
know that girl? Our sister? What's her name?" 

"Princess Pretty Pony!" The boy sped to his sister, zoomed around her awhile, 
knocking her crayons over, then ran back. 

"All right," Erec said, "I have a secret." 

Prince Muck-Muck's eyes lit up. "Tell me." 

Erec whispered in his ear. "Throw Princess Pretty Pony's crayons and markers 
all over. Very funny." He flashed him a smile. 

Prince Muck-Muck looked delighted. He laughed and clapped his hands, 
jumping on his toes. "Mess, mess!" Then he spread his arms out and raced to his 
sister with a demonic face. "Mess, mess!" he shouted. 

Erec didn't wait one second. As soon as Prince Muck-Muck began to destroy 
Princess Pretty Pony's work, making a mess, mess, June headed over to 
intervene, and Erec darted out the door. 

Once he was out of the west wing, it was easier to move around. People 
seemed busier, talking in groups or heading somewhere in a 
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hurry. He pulled his hat tight over his head to hide his blond curls. A few 
people threw him funny looks when he darted out the front doors of the castle, 
but they must have figured he was running to a parent, as he smiled so 
confidently. 

The front of the castle looked the same as Erec remembered from ten years 
later. The six stone statues of monsters looked immense now that he was small. 
Seeing them reminded him of how they would crumble in the future, unless he 
figured out how to stop Oscar--and himself. 

The agora had changed a lot, though. Cloud Nine, his favorite cloud-cream 
shop, was not there, nor was Tricksters, the magic shop where Mr. Peebles had 
bought him his first remote control. He figured out a system to get around on the 
streets. As soon as he saw someone staring with a concerned look, he would 
wave wildly and start to run toward some other passerby, as if he had just found 
the person he was looking for. 

He got pretty far this way. Soon he found a police officer gazing wistfully into 
a store he did not recognize. When he got closer he saw that its sign read 
VULCAN. Large wooden feet stuck out from the building's foundation at each 
comer. Erec noticed they twitched every once in a while. 

The only other time he had seen a Vulcan store, it had been prancing and 
running wild in Otherness. They were rarely seen in Alypium and Aorth. Erec 
was surprised to see it sitting nicely in a row with the other stores, letting people 
wander in and out, although he did notice its toe was beginning to tap 
impatiently. 

He approached the police officer, not thinking about his age. "How long has 
this been here?" Hearing his own slow and squeaky voice instantly reminded 
him how young he appeared. 

"Well, hello there, little guy." The officer smiled down at him. His dark brown 
hair trailed down into a mustache and beard that 

345 

surrounded his friendly smile like a halo. A badge on his uniform read, "Mark 
McMac, PC." He looked around. "Who are you out here with?" 

"You," Erec's little voice said. He knew that would generate some interest. 

"Hmm..." The officer picked him up. "I think we better find out where you 
live. Somebody's probably missing you right now." 

"What is PC?" Erec asked. 

"Primo Creator. Just a side business I'm starting up." 

Erec nodded. "Can you tell me something?" he squeaked out. 

"Why, sure." The officer smiled. "Why don't you just call me Officer Mark. Or 
Mark, if that's too hard." 


Erec repeated himself slowly, hoping this time to get an answer. "How long 
has this store been here?" 

"This one?" Officer Mark pointed to the Vulcan shop. "Pretty sure it just got 
here today. It's been sitting a long time for one of its kind. If I wasn't on duty, I'd 
go in. But I can't risk it now. This thing might hop away at any minute. I could 
end up miles away if I'm not careful." He looked at Erec warningly. "Don't you 
go wandering in there, understand? Vulcan shops usually won't leave when there 
are people inside them. But if shoppers take too long, or if the store's been 
waiting awhile to go, forget it." 

Mark gazed through the open door of the shop. "I've got some great ideas, 
young fellow. One of these days I'm going to talk to Heph Vulcan about them. 
You see," he smiled, "I could take or leave working for the police department. 
It's okay, I guess. But I'm an inventor. As soon as I get a few more ideas lined 
up, if I just can get Heph Vulcan's ear, I'll be set." 

"What are you inventing?” Erec asked. 

Officer Mark looked at Erec and hesitated, but he must have felt confident that 
telling a three-year-old was safe. And he looked like 
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he was bursting to talk about it. "All kinds of things. Some of them are simple. 
I make a mean chocolate cheesecake. But other things I'm working on are pretty 
complicated, kid. You wouldn't understand. I've been to Upper Earth recently, 
and they're doing some pretty neat things with computers there. Computers are 
these things that let people--" 

"I know what computers are," Erec said. 

"Good!" Mark was impressed. "I'm creating a kind of magic computer that we 
can use here. But I'm not sure what to call it. It will let people talk to each other, 
like the e-mail on Upper Earth. I know it's complicated." 

Erec said, haltingly, "Call it the MagicNet. On Upper Earth they have the 
Internet. You can make it the same. Do it so people can buy things through it and 
look up things. They could search for something, like a lion hair, and a bunch of 
screens will show vendors selling it. They can bid with one another for the sale. 
Or it could connect to a library to read the books there. Or hook to a school to 
talk to an expert in something." It was tedious getting the words out, but Erec 
enjoyed the amazement on Mark's face as he spoke. Then he remembered these 
ideas must seem completely new to him. 

Mark was fascinated. "You've got some gift, kid. Those concepts are 
incredible. Wait a minute." He searched for a notepad and began scribbling, 
"Vendors on screens...bidding war...colleges and libraries..." He grinned at Erec. 
"You're amazing. I thought I had some good ideas before, but now I'm back to 


square one again before I even approach Vulcan. I know how I can make this 
work. This is wonderful. Thanks, kid!" He laughed. "The MagicNet. I like it. I 
will call it that, as a tribute to you." Mark scratched his chin. "What's your name, 
kid? I better get you home." 

"Cullwich," Erec said. "My name is Erec Cullwich. My father is Olwen 
Cullwich, in Alypium." 
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Officer Mark gave a nod. "All right, young Mr. Cullwich. Let's find out where 
you live." 

"There must be some mistake," Olwen Cullwich said in surprise. "I don't have 
a son." 

He looked so much like he had the last time Erec had seen him, ten years later, 
with perfectly combed, neat hair, sharp clothing, and kind blue eyes. Only now 
his hair was auburn, with streaks of gray. Seeing him made Erec sad. He tried 
not to think about what would happen to Olwen in the future. Well, if he set 
things right here, maybe Olwen would have a chance. 

Officer Mark looked suspicious. "This kid here says you're his dad." He 
peered past Olwen into the house. "Your wife around?" 

"T'm not married," Olwen said. 

This was when Mark turned his questioning gaze to Erec. "You sure this is 
your dad, kid?" 

Erec nodded and reached for Olwen. "Dad," he called to him. 

Olwen did not reach back. "I'm sorry. There must be some mistake." 

Erec became worried. He could not afford to mess this up too. He said to 
Olwen, "The Twrch Trwyth. I'm here about the Trwyth Boar." 

Olwen's face turned white as a sheet. He looked like he couldn't believe his 
ears. "Th-that's just a story. It's not true." He turned to Officer Mark for support. 
"Everyone knows that story isn't true." 

The officer shrugged. "Yeah, it's some fairy tale. You read it to your kid?" He 
asked, frustrated. "Aren't you gonna take him?" 

Erec reached toward Olwen again. "I came from the future to warn you. Let 
me come inside." 

Mark patted Erec on the head. "This little guy is pretty smart. He's a great kid. 
You're lucky." 

Olwen looked back and forth between the officer and Erec. "You 
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want the Twrch Trwyth? How do I know youre not going to turn into 
something terrible in there and try to--" 

"Try to what?" Mark asked. "He's just a kid. All kids are terrible sometimes. 


You want me to take him back to the station because he's been misbehaving?" 
He threw Olwen a reproving glance. 

Erec leaned toward Olwen. "I won't hurt you, I promise." He laid a baby hand 
on Olwen's shoulder. 

Officer Mark rolled his eyes. "Don't tell me you're afraid of your tiny son. 
What's wrong with you, guy? This is some bright kid you got here." 

Erec whipped his hat off, letting his golden curls bounce around his face. "I'm 
your prince. Now let me in." 

While Mark seemed to think that "prince" was Erec's nickname, Olwen 
recognized him in an instant. "O-okay. I'll take him, officer." 

Once they were inside, Olwen Cullwich paced nervously while Erec sat on a 
tall chair and watched him. Finally Olwen brought out some cookies and milk. 

Erec said, "This is very important. You need to give me the Twrch Trwyth. I'll 
take it to the future with me and hook it to the five Awen. I have them ready. We 
need it to fix the Substance." 

Olwen gulped in shock. "I don't know what you're talking about. The Awen is 
a myth. A story. I'm sorry." 

Erec tried to make his baby eyes look stern. "I know you have it, Olwen. 
There's no use pretending. I'm from the future. Something really bad will happen 
to you." He shuddered, thinking about it. "You have to get rid of it to protect 
yourself. I know people have already been bothering you for it. It's putting you 
in danger." 

Olwen nodded in agreement, but the situation was still too odd for him to 
believe. "If you're really from the future, prove it. Tell me something that nobody 
else knows will happen." 

Erec had to consider. He should have been prepared for this. 
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What had the king told him about Olwen, again? There was a story about his 
birthday party and twelve pies.... 

"Is your birthday soon?" Erec asked. 

"In three days." Olwen crossed his arms. "You could have found that out 
anywhere.” He rubbed his head. "Do you realize how strange it is talking to a 
tiny kid like this? Could you change your shape to look like an adult, at least?" 

"I wish. Too bad I'm stuck this way. Here's some proof. At your birthday party 
at the castle--" 

"I'm having a party at the castle?" 

"You will. The king is going to surprise you by having twelve kinds of pie 
since you like pie so much. But he hires a clown, and one thing leads to another, 
and you end up with most of the pies smashed all over you." 


Olwen looked like he didn't buy it. "I suppose now that I know, I won't be 
inclined to start a food fight." 

Erec shrugged. "Just do whatever you would have anyway. King Piter told me 
about the pies ten years from now. It stuck in his memory that long. We'll see, I 
guess. I wish I knew more things to prove I'm from the future. The only other 
thing I know isn't very pretty. It's what will happen to you if you don't do 
something different with the Twrch Trwyth." 

Olwen walked Erec back to the Castle Alypium. Seeing it from the outside 
reminded Erec that he had to figure out how to save it, and soon. When Olwen 
dropped him off in the west wing, Erec said, "Find me on your birthday. I'll show 
you where to put the Trwyth Boar." 

Erec spent the next three days talking about going to Olwen's birthday party. 
Everyone was amazed that he even knew about it. They were sure they had not 
mentioned it to him. 

"Maybe I'll sneak you down," Clio whispered, "since you're so 
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interested in him. I suppose it wouldn't hurt for you to meet the man. He'll 
probably be flattered." 

If you only knew, Erec thought. 

He also tried on a few more occasions to warn King Piter and Queen Hesti 
about what would happen in their future. Queen Hesti's hair was a different 
length and color each time Erec saw her--short and black, long and red. But she 
still looked just as beautiful, her grayish green eyes laughing and joyous. Even 
though it was obvious she loved Erec, she could not bring herself to believe a 
word he said with his stumbling baby voice. 

Erec even told the king that he would put the castle on its side to protect the 
Time Bender. The king looked at him like he was a mixture of crazy and 
brilliant, but then just reminded him never to use the words "Time Bender" 
again. 

Out of spite, Erec repeated, "Time Bender," a few times before the king left 
the nursery. Then, after he was gone, Erec felt sick. His stomach rumbled and 
shook, until he realized he was about to start sobbing. He fought it, but his 
toddler body could not control the dam of emotion that burst inside of him. 

Tears covered his face as he crumpled onto the rug. He had come here to 
change things, to save Aoquesth. And he couldn't do anything. If only they 
would listen to him, everything would be different. Erec would not end up going 
on the quests alone, and Aoquesth would live. But nobody would pay attention. 
He tried and tried, but the best he could do was make them think he was trying to 
sleep in his parents’ room. 


If he could not save Aoquesth, this trip would be a failure. 

It didn't seem to matter anymore that he might get the Trwyth Boar from 
Olwen Cullwich and save the Substance. Aoquesth had given his life for him, 
and he was powerless to change that. 
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After he reminded her all day long, Clio took Erec to the hall where the 
surprise birthday party for Olwen Cullwich was to be held. But she'd made him 
eat dinner first and get cleaned up for bed. Then she waited awhile so they 
wouldn't interrupt Olwen's dinner. 

She walked in with Erec on her hip--he was getting used to being carried, and 
it certainly got him places faster--when he spotted Olwen at the head of the table. 
Blue smudges, red stains, chocolate, and whipped cream covered his hair, 
clothes, and the parts of his face he had not wiped clean. 

When Olwen spotted Erec, his eyes widened. He excused himself and went 
straight to Erec. 

"You remember my son?" King Piter chortled. "He's been talking about you a 
lot lately. For some reason he's been obsessed with you." 

Olwen nodded, though he was trembling. "Can I speak with him a minute?" 

"That would be nice. He'd love it," the king said. "And then if you want to 
change clothing I'll have one of the servants help you." 

Erec turned to Clio. "Put me down." 

"Okay," Clio said, amused. She said to Olwen, "Do you mind? I hate to 
interrupt your birthday." 

"No, please," Olwen said. He crouched before Erec. "You were right about the 
pies," he said softly, "but I'm still not sure what that means. Maybe you heard 
your father talk about the clown. Maybe you talked to the clown about putting a 
pie in my face." He thought a moment. "I guess, though, it would be tough to 
predict the rest. I could have stopped myself from trying to get the clown back, 
but something about the way he looked at me just got me, and I let myself go. I 
don't know." He shook his head. "Do you have something else you could tell me 
to prove what you're saying? It's just hard to assume you're really from the 
future." 

Erec tried to remember what else the king had said about Olwen. 
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Wait. There was something. The king said soon after today you got captured 
by a sorcerer who did something bad to you, trying to get the Trwyth Boar. You 
barely survived. Keep an eye out. Be ready for him." 

"Thanks." Olwen looked shaken. "Listen, I need to think about this longer, see 
what happens." 


"Come with me," Erec said. "Let me show you something." 

Olwen announced to the others that he would be back, that Erec wanted to 
take him somewhere. King Piter and Clio protested, saying that it was his party 
and he didn't have to take care of a child. But he waved them off and followed 
Erec out into the west wing. 

After walking a ways, Erec said, "It would be quicker if you carry me. If you 
don't mind." 

Olwen picked him up, and Erec directed him into the catacombs under the 
castle. "I'll show you how I got here." He knew that the king would have a fit if 
Olwen, or anybody else, found out about the Novikov Time Bender. But Erec 
didn't care what King Piter thought. Especially after finding out how the king 
basically had been rejecting him as his own son all this time. Plus, the castle 
would be on its side soon, and that would keep Erec from getting back to the 
Time Bender. He needed Olwen to understand now. 

Homer floated in the room where the Time Bender was. "Hello, Erec," the 
ghost said. "You've brought a friend. Nice to meet you, Mr. Cullwich." 

Olwen stumbled over his words. "I...you're a golden ghost. And...this--" He 
walked over to the Time Bender, surveying it from top to bottom. "Is this what I 
think it is?" He looked at the dials inside. "C-can...I use it to go forward? See the 
future?" Olwen ran a hand over the machine. 

"It's a Time Bender," Homer said. "Erec used it to get here, into his three-year- 
old body, from ten years from now." 
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Erec shuddered, thinking of what Olwen might experience in the future. 

"It's too dangerous," Homer told him. "You might go past the time when you 
are no longer alive, and then you would remain stuck there." 

Erec did not want to tell Olwen that he knew when and how he would die. But 
maybe he could find a way to change that. "Olwen," he said, "someday Baskania 
will ask you if you know where the Twrch Trwyth is. Please do not tell him you 
swallowed it. Okay? It's really important." 

Olwen turned pale. "How did you know...? I was just researching how to get 
rid of it. And that was the way that was recommended to me." 

"I know because I heard you tell Baskania in the future. Just...don't say it to 
him, okay?" 

Olwen nodded, absorbing all he'd been told. "I think I'm convinced. I was 
going to get rid of the thing anyway. It's too dangerous for me to keep. If you 
need it for one of your quests, Prince Erec, to fix the Substance with the Awen-- 
if you can do that--I'll let you have it." He reached behind his neck, undid a 
clasp, and pulled a long chain from under his shirt. On it hung a glass vial in the 


shape of a fat pig. The top of the vial was soldered onto the chain. Erec could see 
tiny fragments of hairs in the vial, and a miniature comb and scissors. 

Olwen handed it to Erec, but Erec did not take it. "We need to hide it here," he 
said. "Find a crack in the stone. Somewhere it can stay hidden for ten years and 
not be found accidentally." 

Erec felt the Twrch Trwyth would be safe in the room where Homer kept 
watch. Olwen felt around the walls. "Here's a loose stone." He pulled it out. 
"Right in here might work. Will you be able to reach it?" 

"T'll be a lot taller then," Erec pointed out. "Just do me a favor, okay? Please 
don't tell anyone you put this here. Especially Baskania, 
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when he asks you later. Or he'll get it before I do and use it for all the wrong 
things." 

"I know enough about Baskania to know that he should never get hold of this 
vial." Olwen studied the loose stone, then turned to Erec. "Will you remember 
where it is in ten years?" 

"Sure. I'll be there to get it in two minutes." 

Olwen looked surprised. "You're not going back upstairs? What will I tell your 
parents?" 

Homer said, "You can say he went back to the nursery. That's where they will 
find him, when this Erec goes into his future again. And the little Erec won't 
remember one bit of this." 

Erec took a deep breath. It was time to go back. If only he knew the small 
details of what would happen to his parents soon, like he did with Olwen, maybe 
he could convince them he was really from the future. But there was nothing he 
could think of. 

"As long as you leave the Twrch Trwyth here, I'll go back now. Thank you." 
He reached a little hand up to shake Olwen's big one. 
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CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE King 
Piter's First Mistake 


EREC'S BODY WENT through strange distortions, painful stretches, and 
yanks in the Time Bender. Dust clouds whizzed around the glass from left to 
right, making him dizzy. He was sore and tired when it cleared, and it took some 
effort to push the glass door open and sit up. 

The loose stone where Olwen had hidden the Twrch Trwyth looked just as it 
had before. 
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There was a noise in the room, then a gasp. Erec turned and saw red hair... 

Oscar was in the room with him. 

Oscar looked as scared and shocked as he did. He almost fell over, backing 
away. "I'm sorry. I'm sorry. Sorry," he kept saying, wringing his hands. "I didn't 
think I'd see you here. Or I'd have never come. Sorry, Erec. I'm so, so sorry." 

They both looked around, waiting for Baskania to materialize at any moment. 

"T'll go," Oscar said, his face red and distorted, as if he were starting to cry. 
"Why are you here? Wait, don't tell me anything." He stopped. "Listen, Erec. I 
will not let Rosco tell about this. He can't." Oscar caught his breath. "It's not just 
saving you, which I would do no matter what, it's also the Time Bender. 
Baskania cannot find out about this. Imagine what he would do to the world? 
We'd all be dead, long ago, if he was to get his hands on this." 

His face grew a deeper scarlet and he kicked a wall. He grunted, "I can't. I 
won't. Rosco, if you are hearing this, listen hard. I will end my life right now if 
you send Baskania here. I can't go on like this. If you ever felt a thing for me, 
this needs to stay quiet." He paced, pounding and kicking the stone wall until his 
hand was bleeding. Erec was frightened for him on top of being afraid that 
Baskania would show up. "Erec, I will not let Rosco tell this." He looked at Erec 
with pleading eyes. 

Erec knew as well as he did that he had no real control over what would 
happen. "Why were you here at all, Oscar? Didn't you get my snail mail?" 

"Yeah." Oscar nodded miserably. "But I had no idea you were in the castle 
now. Seems like you were always off doing quests all over the place. And even if 
you were, I never thought you'd be down here in this room. I was so careful 
when I snuck down here, so that 
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nobody would see me. I kept my head down the whole time and stared at the 
floor so I wouldn't see anybody at all. I can't believe you were here in the Time 
Bender." 

"But why did you come here?" 

"I had to see it again." Oscar pointed at the machine. "I just had to. Can't 
explain. I've been thinking about it, that's all. I had some ideas I needed to talk to 
Homer about." He nodded toward the golden ghost. 

"Look, we need to get out of here," Erec said. "Baskania might show up any 
minute." 

"Okay. Sorry, Erec." Oscar looked miserable. "I'll stay far away now." 

Erec felt terrible for him. "Look, let me know if I can help you with this Rosco 
thing. I'll do anything, okay? And we'll always be friends. Promise." 


"Yeah, sure." Oscar sniffed and ran out of the room. 

Erec looked both ways down the hall to make sure nobody was coming. Then 
he pulled the loose stone out of the wall. Olwen Cullwich's boar-shaped vial was 
right where he had placed it ten years ago. Erec removed it and slid the chain 
around his neck and tucked it inside his shirt, alongside his Amulet of Virtues. 

Baskania still had not shown up, which surprised Erec. Had Rosco actually 
listened to Oscar's threats? His insistence? 

Homer hovered in the air. "Good luck, Erec," he said. "I hope you succeed 
with your quest." 

Erec thanked him and left while the coast was still clear. 

There was still no sign of Baskania, or Oscar, as Erec walked back to the west 
wing. It was strange and wonderful seeing everything from a normal height 
again. He felt so much more confident in a teenage body instead of dealing with 
those spindly, tiny arms and legs, relatively huge head, and embarrassing voice. 

His visit to the past could have gone better, but at least he 
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had the Twrch Trwyth around his neck. The Hermit had been right again. And 
the Fates knew what they were talking about. Erec just had to realize that the 
Twrch Trwyth had been waiting for him all along, back in time. Thank goodness 
Olwen had left it there for him. 

Erec grew sad as that thought came to him. Olwen was dead now. Erec 
remembered seeing him die. But hadn't going back in time changed how that 
turned out? 

He thought so. Something was different now. Hadn't something awful 
happened to Olwen before? He remembered it, in a way, something terrible, 
gory, and upsetting. Something about Olwen being torn apart? But that memory 
was fading fast. 

No, Olwen was not torn apart. Erec remembered hiding in the bushes with 
Bethany and Jack. He had been panicked that Baskania would make Olwen spill 
the beans about hiding the Twrch Trwyth. But before Baskania could ask him 
much, Olwen had popped something into his own mouth and had died 
immediately. He had taken his own life to protect Erec's secret. Baskania 
searched Olwen's house and didn't find anything, then gave up. 

Erec could not believe how generous and noble Olwen had been. Erec had a 
vague feeling that things were different before he had gone back in time. 
Something awful and disgusting had happened to him before, Erec thought, but 
his memory of that quickly faded. Maybe Olwen's fate had changed after he 
went into the past. He guessed he'd never know. But there was one thing he 
knew he had not fixed. He still had not figured out how to save Aoquesth. 


Maybe it was impossible. But he would never give up. 

Now Erec had another mission. Before he returned to the Isle of Man to try his 
luck at hooking the five Awen to the Twrch Trwyth, he had to talk to King Piter. 
His father. 
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The king was in his throne room with the Hermit. Erec walked in, stone-faced. 
"Can I have a moment, please?" he asked the Hermit. "With my father." 

King Piter's eyes widened in fright. The Hermit, however, looked as casual as 
if Erec said this alarming truth every day. He patted Erec on the head as he left. 
"Have a good time, little Poo-Poo Head." 

"So." Erec scowled at his father. "I guess I can't expect you to give me any 
satisfactory explanation why you abandoned me with June. And then, on top of 
it, why you never bothered to fess up that you were really my father--even 
though you knew I was trying to figure that out all this time." 

He was seething, and he paused to catch his breath. "You have a lot to answer 
for. And I'm not leaving until I get all the details." 

The king grabbed his scepter and looked around the room in fear. Erec looked 
too, wondering if Baskania had appeared, but he saw nobody. "Erec, I tried to 
explain. You are not ready to know this yet. I am not ready either." 

It sounded to Erec like the same old song and dance. "You can keep saying 
that, again and again, but it's not going to take away what I already know. I just 
went back in time, with your Time Bender, to when I was three. I tried to warn 
you, by the way, of what was going to happen to you. Too bad you wouldn't 
listen to me." 

"I know." The king nodded. He seemed a shadow of his normal self. Weak. 
Resigned. "I realized too late that I should have listened to you then. I am sorry, 
Erec. I've made some mistakes, but that was a big one. My second big one." 

King Piter had once told Erec that he would make three mistakes, and so 
would Baskania. The Fates had predicted that, and by now Erec believed what 
the Fates said. So, letting himself get put under a spell by Hecate Jekyll was 
King Piter's second mistake. Now Erec knew that if the king had listened to him, 
he could have prevented it. And the king 

360 

had said that he didn't know what his third mistake would be. 

"So, what was your first mistake?" Erec asked. 

"It was a big one." The king looked around again fearfully. Erec did not see 
anybody else with them. "I'll tell you in a minute. But first, please remember I 
never wanted to abandon you. I did not have a choice because of my first 
mistake. I love you, Erec. I always have." 


"Just not enough to admit to me you are my father," Erec said bitterly. "I guess 
you were afraid I would take up too much of your precious time." His mouth 
twisted in disgust. "Funny, you had the time for Bethany. You let her think you 
were like a father to her." 

"Bethany needed me," the king said. "Think about what she had before, with 
Earl." His eyes were moist. 

"I needed you," Erec said fiercely. "My whole life I grew up thinking I had a 
horrible father from that memory replacement. But I still wanted to know who he 
was. To know something about where I came from, where I belonged. I wished 
for a father so hard and for so long. You don't know how much it meant to me. 
But here you were, alive and well, and not even bothering to send a postcard." 
Erec's voice caught. "I guess you were too busy trying to fix the Substance to 
even make one phone call." 

The king rubbed his forehead furiously. "It's not like that, Erec. It is my fault 
you are feeling this way, my fault that I couldn't tell you a long time ago. But 
that's the way it worked out." 

"Why?" Erec demanded. 

"Give me a minute." The king took a breath. "You'll find out soon enough, 
anyway." He looked sick, wiping sweat off his forehead. Then he glanced up. 
"Here's one thing I might as well tell you. You know the memory replacement 
you got, the horrible father?" He paused while Erec nodded. "That was Bethany's 
memory." 

Bethany's? Erec was confused. He thought Bethany's parents were supposed 
to be so great. "That was her father?" 
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"No, it was not her father. It was Earl Evirly." 

Erec was stunned. Earl? The voice in his dream had sounded familiar after 
he'd met Earl. But he had never made the connection. 

The king looked weary. "Just go to the Memory Mogul when you get a 
chance. He'll take the memory out for you. You don't need to carry that one 
around." 

Erec noticed that the king was waving his scepter toward him. It was odd. The 
king never played around with it, and Erec knew why. He was smart to handle it 
as little as possible. But King Piter was definitely bouncing it toward him, even 
though Erec could not feel any magic coming from it. 

The king observed the scepter in his hand. "Best I tell you now, Erec. My first 
mistake was a big one. Even bigger than not listening to you and letting myself 
get hypnotized for ten years." He sighed. "You had not only warned me, but 
months earlier I had a warning from the Oracle as well. The Fates told me that I 


would be gone soon, out of action. They were referring to my being bewitched 
by Hecate Jekyll, it turns out. But I thought they meant I was going to die. 

"They said that my child would succeed me and fix what I could not fix. They 
may have been talking about the Substance. I still hope you will be able to fix 
that, Erec, when I could not." The king was shaking his scepter more as he 
spoke. "I thought I would die soon, that you three would take over for me. I 
wasn't happy about going, but I had no idea that things would turn out so badly 
in the castle. The Fates are not always forthcoming with all the information, I am 
afraid. 

"So my first mistake was misinterpreting the warning that the Fates had given 
me, even before I ignored yours. Boy, did I get that wrong. I was convinced I 
was going to die. So, when Hecate Jekyll put me under her spell, in my last clear 
moments I was sure that was the end for me. Of course, if everything went her 
way and they 
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crowned the Stain boys as kings at the coronation, she would have killed me 
soon after, I'm sure. They were just keeping me around to convince people that I 
was handing my throne down in an orderly, planned way. 

"Hecate Jekyll cast her spell just five days after the awful night when intruders 
broke in and almost captured you. Your mother barely escaped with her life. I 
was still stunned by it, but I was figuring out ways to bring you back, protect you 
here. I was worried though, since I thought I would die soon and not be around 
to help you. Your dragon eye had been waiting for you here in the castle. But 
since my AdviSeers were all gone, and everything was a shambles, it did not 
seem safe here anymore--especially since I was sure I would not be around to 
watch it for long. Aoquesth agreed to guard it for you, luckily. 

"You see, I did put one thing together. In those few days after you were almost 
kidnapped, I remembered everything that you had warned me about. You had 
said you came from the future, from ten years later. You said you got your 
dragon eye around then. Earlier than you should have, mind you. So I told 
Aoquesth when you would be showing up for it." 

Erec gasped, putting it together in his mind. No wonder Aoquesth had known. 

The king continued. "I was distraught. I felt helpless, trying to plan for you to 
come home, yet thinking I wouldn't live to protect you. So when I first felt 
Hecate Jekyll's spell sink in, after I sipped that cup of tea, I was sure I was dying. 
I decided to do two things while my scepter was still in my hand. First, I put the 
castle on its side, to hide the Time Bender from Baskania and other people who 
might use it for evil. They would destroy the world if they found it. 

"And the other thing I did..." He waved the scepter more, gripped it tighter. 
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"Yes?" 

The king sighed. "I had built this castle, Erec, with magic. It was my final 
quest. Posey and Pluto built theirs then as well. The old castle that Baskania had 
once put up was destroyed. We had to use our scepters to do the job, but that was 
okay, because at the moment we finished that quest we were the rulers, and able 
to use the scepters then anyway. 

"When each of us built these castles, we used much more than just bricks, 
stone, and wood. A lot of magic went into these walls. Magic that is only attuned 
to me. This castle is a shield to me, a fortress. I am stronger in it, much more 
powerful. The magic of this castle responds only to me. That is why, when I was 
hypnotized for ten years, the castle rebelled and refused to let itself be cleaned. 
This castle is a part of me, in a sense. 

"So I knew when my triplets would finish their quests, when it was time for 
them to take over as rulers, their final job would be to destroy the castles that 
exist and build new ones for themselves with their scepters. These new castles 
will be attuned to each of you, strengthening you, and serving nobody else but 
you." 

The king hung his head, then he looked at Erec with sad eyes. "I was afraid. I 
thought I'd be long gone before you would become king of Alypium. That is 
where you are destined to rule, Erec. But what would happen if I were gone? 
Someone else would take over. You might get stolen, waylaid. There were evil 
plans floating about; that was obvious after what happened to you and my 
AdviSeers. So I conjured a quick but permanent spell, something to make sure 
that no matter who took over, you would end up ruling Alypium one day. 

"I put an enchantment on the castle, so that no matter what, an hour after you 
found out that you were my son, it would self-destruct. And another spell on my 
scepter, so that at that same time, 
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it would fly to you and become yours. So you must have gone back in time an 
hour ago?" 

It seemed like ages ago that Erec had used the Time Bender to go back to his 
childhood. But while he was gone, no time must have passed here. 

The king's words sank in slowly. "You put a curse on your castle?" 

"Yes. A big mistake, as it turns out. At the time, June was keeping you safe in 
Upper Earth. And the plan was, until I could bring you back to the castle safely, 
that she would raise you as a normal child there. You would not know who you 
are, or your relation to me, so nobody would find you. We made that plan before 
I put a spell on the castle, but I also used my last second with my scepter to send 


June a final message reminding her not to tell you who you really were. 

"But I also knew that someday you would discover that you were my son, 
because you came back in time to warn me. I couldn't give the castle to you 
when you were three, but I thought by age thirteen..." 

The king shook his head. "It was crazy, on all accounts. If I'd had time to think 
it over, I'd have made the spell go into effect years after you found out. But I had 
only minutes and I was completely distraught--dying, I believed. I made the spell 
unchangeable, so I can't do anything to fix it. I had to, or someone would have 
figured a way to undo it, and I couldn't let that happen. So, there you have it." 

The king looked sick. "The lengths I went to to keep you from finding this out 
were enormous. Spreading the word that you had died. I was always afraid that 
you would hear from someone that 'Rex' was my last name, so I made it taboo in 
the castle. Luckily, half the people in Alypium probably don't even know I have 
a last name." 

"Why didn't you change my name?" Erec asked. 
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"There is a lot of power in your name. You needed to keep the name to keep 
the power." The scepter was now shaking wildly in the king's hand. Erec could 
now see his knuckles were white, gripping it. The king could barely hold on to it. 

"This will fly to you soon," the king said. "You are not ready for it. I'm sorry, 
Erec. Try to give it back to me if you can." 

That made Erec nervous. "If I can? What do you mean?" 

The scepter was yanking itself loose from King Piter's grasp. "I know how the 
scepter affects you. It will be hard to let go this time, harder than it was before. 
You've used it too much already, long before you should have. The best chance 
you have now of learning to control it is to hand it right back over to me for 
safekeeping. Okay?" 

A loud crack echoed through the room. Erec didn't see what caused it, but he 
knew what was happening. The castle foundation was starting to split. "We have 
to get out of here," he said. "It's going to come down any minute." 

The king's scepter wrenched itself from his grasp. It flew at Erec, straight into 
his hand. Warm power flowed through it. It felt better in Erec's hand than ever 
before. His Twrch Trwyth vial grew warm against his chest. Was it making the 
scepter's power even stronger? 

Tingles of energy raced through him. He could do anything. Horror wavered 
in the back of his mind. He knew that this massive strength was a terrible thing. 
It would distort him, make him power mad. But those thoughts were 
overwhelmed by an amazing surge of wonder, the feeling that everything was 
now fixed and fixable. 


"G'day, mate!" The words of the scepter echoed in his head. "Pleased to be at 
your service again. Anything you'd like me to do right now for you?" Erec had 
almost forgotten that the scepters spoke to their owners, gave them advice. 
Queen Posey had told him that only their owners could hear them, except during 
the coronation ceremony, when everybody could hear what they said. 
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King Piter watched him, wary. "Give it back, now. Okay?" 

Erec eyed the scepter, unsure what to do. A loud snap and a bang resounded 
through the throne room, and the floor shook. "Can I use it to fix the castle?" 

"No," said the king. "Or I would have done that myself. Unfortunately, the 
spell I put on the castle is unchangeable. This castle will destroy itself now. 
Nothing can stop it. Now give me the scepter, Erec." 

"But then there will be no castle here," Erec said. "Am I supposed to use the 
scepter to build a new one now?" 

The scepter's voice said, "That's certainly possible, if you'd like." 

Erec knew he was up to the job, especially since his Trwyth Boar vial was 
making the scepter stronger. Using it for such a big task made his mouth water. 

"No!" The king looked frantic. "The amount of power and energy that would 
take is enormous. It would destroy you. Please, Erec. Wait for that. You can 
always do it later. But now it would completely overwhelm you. You would be 
just a shadow after that, lost like Pluto." 

King Pluto. For the first time, Erec realized he was his uncle. "My own uncle 
sent me into Aoquesth's cave, knowing I could've been killed in there?" 

The king nodded. "Pluto is a good man, somewhere underneath. But that part 
of him is lost. That is what the scepter, and Baskania, have done to him." 

Erec stroked the scepter. It felt so good in his hands. So right. He would never 
make those mistakes, lose sight of good and evil. He wasn't as dumb and 
immature as the king seemed to think. "I'll tell you what," he said. "I'll use the 
scepter just a little longer, and then I'll give it back to you." He slid a finger 
down its side. "A little more time can't hurt. I don't want to give it up just yet. 
No, not yet." 

367 

"Sounds reasonable to me," the scepter said. 

"Erec," the king said, exasperated, "don't let it steer you." More loud bangs 
echoed around them, and the walls shook in deep ripples. "There is nothing you 
need it for now. Let me keep it for you, please." 

"You just want it for yourself," Erec snapped. Then he drew back in alarm. 
What was he thinking? He became aware of the fear racing through him, and his 
misgivings, and he felt confused. "I thought I'd use it to help me put the five 


Awen on the Twrch Trwyth, to finish my quest and fix the Substance." That 
seemed like a good idea. Working with those Awen would be next to impossible 
otherwise. 

"You can't use the scepter to do your quests, Erec," the king told him. "Your 
quests are for you to do, not the scepter to do. You need to learn from them, and 
grow." 

"But how else can I connect the Awen to the Trwyth Boar vial? The Awen of 
Knowledge would make me forget what to do." 

"Once you have the Twrch Trwyth vial, the Awen won't affect you as much as 
they did before," King Piter pointed out. "Nobody else can help you, though. 
Your friends would be helpless with all five Awen there." The king gazed at him 
with admiration. "So you got the five Awen...and the Twrch Trwyth? That's 
amazing. I thought the Trwyth vial was long gone." 

"It was. Olwen Cullwich hid it for me in the castle when I went back in the 
Time Bender." 

King Piter's brow wrinkled as he recalled something from the past. "Funny, I 
have a vague memory of you wanting to see Olwen way back then. Strange, I 
never thought much about it." He sighed. "Nobody else knows why I didn't want 
you to find out you were my son. I couldn't have word getting around about the 
castle destroying itself." 

Balthazar Ugry soared into the room out of nowhere, a swish of 
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black cloth through the air. "I told you, sire," he steamed. "He should have 
been locked up. Now look what he's done." 

Ugry's icy stare and his smell chilled Erec to the core. Ugry pointed his carved 
wooden walking stick toward Erec. Waves of green light shot from its end. Erec 
watched, horrified, as the rays reached toward him, then bent in the air around 
him, circling him. He didn't feel anything, but they terrified him, still. 

"It won't work, Balthazar," the king said sadly. "You can't do it." 

Erec realized then that Ugry was trying to stop him with those rays, but he 
was too powerful for them. Smirking at Ugry, he shot a blast of rope toward him 
from the scepter, to tie him up. The rope shot straight through Ugry, though, and 
fell to the floor. 

The king cleared his throat. "This is not helping, Balthazar. Please. I need to 
speak with Erec alone, not rile him up." 

Ugry scowled, looking back and forth between Erec and the king, then swept 
from the room. 

The king scratched his chin. It seemed like he was trying to calm Erec down, 
keep him talking. "I thought I was being so careful. Homer was guarding the 


Time Bender. One point I don't understand. I knew you had gone back in time to 
warn me, but I thought that would change, since I made sure you didn't know I 
was your father. I thought that would keep you from going into the past. It never 
connected that going back there would let you find out I was your father." He 
thought awhile. "I was sure you already knew you were my son when you went 
back. Why else would you have come to help me?" 

Erec said, "I went back to warn you because I wanted to fix everything that 
happened starting then. And I found out who I was when I got there." The king 
looked smaller now, hunched in his throne. Erec remembered that he was five 
hundred years old. He would die soon without the scepter. Erec closed his eyes. 
He knew he 
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was not ready for it yet. Let the king have it awhile longer. 

But he felt so strong now, so incredible. What should he do? 

Then it occurred to him. He would let himself have it just awhile longer. But 
he'd put a spell on it to make sure it would return to the king before long. He'd 
get the king out of here. Put him somewhere safe, close to where Erec was 
headed. That would make sure the scepter would go back to the king soon. 

He closed his eyes and said aloud, "Stay with me, scepter, until we see King 
Piter next. Then fly back into his hands and work for him." 

A surge of power tore through the scepter, streaming through Erec's body, 
blossoming from his fingertips. He felt like he was flying, on top of the world. 
Then the feeling ended. 

"Erec, no!" King Piter was reaching to him, upset. 

The power of the scepter surged through Erec, making him invincible, perfect. 

"Put it down, Erec," the king pleaded. "Give it back to me, son." 

"Son"! How dare he call Erec that now? Now that he wanted something from 
him. 

But Erec did not want to give the scepter back. It was taken care of. The king 
would get it back, one of these days. It was time for Erec to enjoy it. He could 
make better use of it now. It was his turn, finally. And he would use it as he 
wished. He let the buzz of electricity take over his mind, washing away all other 
feelings. 

The king pointed a finger. Erec knew he was working magic on him. Or trying 
to. But not this time. Erec was the strong one now. He tipped his scepter and the 
king disappeared. Give him a nice little visit with the druids in Avalon, Erec 
thought. 

He strolled outside to the castle gardens, enjoying the immense electric energy 
of the scepter. Crackles snapped in some bushes behind him. When he turned he 


saw a flash of red hair, then heard 
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footsteps running away. Oscar again! What was he doing here? 

In a few minutes he heard a noise. Loud cracks and crashes echoed and the 
ground began to shake. He turned to see the Castle Alypium caving in before his 
eyes. He tilted the scepter and told it to clear everyone out from the castle so 
nobody would get hurt. Its power surges rocked him, dazed him. 

He stood, gripped by fear and surges of power from the scepter, and watched 
the Castle Alypium fall apart. 
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CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX The Battle 


Between Love and Hate 


PEOPLE WERE RUNNING in every direction, screaming. Mass panic filled 
the air. People who had been in the castle were standing in awe outside, 
watching it implode. The noise of the splitting foundation and crashing towers 
was deafening. Several of the turrets were starting to shake and topple, crashing 
in through the roofs. 

It was like déjà vu, standing here, feeling what he was feeling now. Erec had 
been here so many times in his mind, looking at his 
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future in the little dark room. He was sure that someone else had been 
destroying the castle, when he was really to blame all along. He cringed as it 
caved in before his eyes. 

So Oscar had been out here. Just like he had seen in his visions. Well, he knew 
why now. Oscar had been moving slow, hiding, and keeping his eyes down. It 
probably took him this long to get out of the castle from the catacombs. 

Could Rosco not have told Baskania about the Time Bender? It seemed that 
was the case, as Baskania had never showed up. Did Oscar actually stop him 
somehow? Rosco had told Baskania, "It's time for the Castle Alypium to come 
down." He knew from Oscar that the castle was crumbling. But nothing about 
the Time Bender. Erec wondered why. 

He knew that if he walked around the corner, he would see Balor Stain and his 
brothers. Balor would be holding his whistle, laughing with glee, just having 
loosed hordes of bronze ghosts to help finish the castle off. 

The last person he wanted to see now was Balor. Or Baskania, who would be 
showing up soon. Thinking of him, Erec ran into the woods near the gardens and 
watched the castle tumble down under a stand of tall trees. With each step he 


bounced high into the air. His magic Sneakers were stronger now that he had the 
Twrch Trwyth, he realized. 

Then a worry flashed into his head. Where was Bethany? She was probably 
safe. She couldn't be in the castle anymore. But she'd be upset and not know 
what was going on. With a tip of his scepter Bethany stood before him, staring 
around her in shock. 

"Are you okay?" Erec asked. 

"How did I get here?" She looked out at the collapsing castle, confused. "Look 
at that." They were quiet awhile, watching the destruction continue. "I don't 
understand anything today," she said. 
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"Maybe this is all a dream. I was finishing a new proof, a really big one, to tell 
me which foundation of math I should base the latest book I'm writing. And then 
the walls started to shake. I thought it was an earthquake. And then Jam 
appeared on a flying carpet!" 

Her face was glowing, remembering her adventure. "He said the castle was 
caving in. He saved me and Cutie Pie. The carpet was really big, and I dumped 
all my important things, magic things, the druid's gifts, my money, and my math 
work on it. Then,” she told him proudly, "we went to your room and grabbed 
your MagicLight, your money, and everything we could find before it all fell 
apart. Jam got Wolfboy out of his doghouse, so he's safe too. And he flew us far 
away. Then I appeared here with you." She stared at the castle as it crumbled 
before their eyes. 

Erec noticed the six huge statues in front of the castle quivering, wiggling 
from the cracks running through them. Then he blinked. Maybe it was his 
imagination, or the angle he was watching from, but it looked like the statues 
were running, galloping away. 

Bethany sounded dazed. "I just hope King Piter is okay. And you...thank 
goodness..." She gasped, noticing Erec's scepter. "What...what happened? How 
did you get that?" 

"It's all going to be okay, Bethany. I got the Twrch Trwyth, and I'm going to 
the Isle of Man again to attach it to the Awen. King Piter is waiting for me in 
Avalon." He did not feel like going into the details of how the king had gotten 
there. Erec could imagine her disapproval. "I went back in the Time Bender, 
back to when I was three," he explained. "That's how I got the Trwyth Boar from 
Olwen Cullwich. And King Piter programmed the castle to collapse when I 
found out.... You'll never guess what I found out there." 

Bethany looked dazed, like his words weren't fully sinking in amid the chaos 
around them. "What?" 


"I'm one of the royal triplets. King Piter is my dad." 
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Bethany stared at him in horror. "But...no. That's not possible. He's--" 

"I know," Erec said, scowling. "You'd think he'd have bothered to tell me by 
now. But I guess he couldn't, because his castle would collapse when I found 
out." 

Bethany looked back at the castle falling to pieces. "You...you did this?" Her 
lower lip trembled. "You're King Piter's..." Her face flushed and she clenched her 
fists. "You ruined everything! I hate you!" Tears sprang to her eyes and she ran 
away. 

Erec's head spun. It was so hard to think straight after all that had happened. 
Why did Bethany have to blame him? He was only trying his best. He didn't 
know the castle would collapse. She didn't have to get so mad at him. 

Surges from the scepter raced through him, as well as waves of dread. He had 
to go to the Isle of Man and finish his quest. King Piter would get his scepter 
back, and everything would be fine again. Erec would clear things up with 
Bethany later. She'd forgive him for ruining the castle. She'd have to understand 
that it wasn't his fault really. 

Then again, maybe he shouldn't go to the Isle of Man yet. Why give up the 
scepter so soon? He was getting used to its warmth, the great feeling that it gave 
him just to hold it. It seemed wrong to let that all go so soon. Think of all he 
could do with it now that he finally had it. 

No! Erec thought, shuddering. He had to go to the Isle of Man immediately. It 
would be hard enough giving up the scepter as it was. He could feel the part of 
him that craved the scepter growing stronger. If he kept it longer it would take 
him over completely. He looked around. The Port-O-Door in the castle would be 
gone now. How would he get to the Isle of Man? 
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Of course. The scepter. The king said he couldn't use it for the quest, but 
getting there was not really part of his quest. He wondered if he should bring 
anyone with him. But, like King Piter said, nobody else could help him there. 
The Awen of Knowledge would make them unable to do anything. 

Take me to the coast of the Isle of Man, where the Awen are buried, he 
thought. And, in a blink of an eye, he was there. 

The cold wind made Erec shiver. He had forgotten to bring a coat. The energy 
rumbling through his hand from the scepter warmed him and reminded him how 
he could get one. Put a coat and hat on me. Make me warm, he thought. 

The jolts of power surging through him made him feel invincible. He could 
feel the Twrch Trwyth vial tingling around his neck, strengthening the scepter's 


power. Yet at the same time he was depressed. And dazed. He definitely felt 
dazed. Fog rolled across the island, and it was hard to see through. 

Erec knew the king would not approve of him using the scepter for 
transportation or to get a coat. But what business was it of his, anyway? This 
coat and hat felt great, and he was as warm as he had been in Alypium. Why was 
King Piter butting into his business anyway? What good had he ever done for 
Erec? What a lousy father. 

Erec could not remember why he had come. But something around his neck 
felt warm. He pulled it out. It was the Twrch Trwyth on a chain around his neck. 
Then he remembered the Awen. That was why he was confused and grumpy. He 
probably didn't look so hot, either. But at least he could think now that he had the 
Trwyth Boar vial in his hand. 

Mists twisted across the landscape, making it look surreal. Dangling icicles 
danced under bare tree branches in the wind, like 
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sparkly fingers pointing at him. A huge cliff loomed over the edge of a grassy 
heath like an immense shadow. Tangles of heather shimmied in the fog with 
purple moor grasses, beckoning him forward. Seagulls screamed overhead, their 
calls like harsh laughter. Aaa...aaa...aaa. 

He came upon the boulder near the spiky furze shrub. The Awen were hidden 
under there. Without warning, the ground rumbled. A huge rock tumbled down 
the nearby cliff. As he walked closer to the boulder, he felt more dazed and ill at 
ease, annoyed. Why was he here? Why couldn't he just go home and go to bed? 
Why were the Fates always lugging him here and there, running stupid errands? 
Let someone else do it for once. 

A warm buzzing in his hand felt good, and something spoke to him. "Mate, 
you might want to take that boar vial out and hold it, clear your head a bit." 

All right, he thought. Erec closed his hand around the vial and felt better. He 
just had to attach the Awen to this somehow. But how? Nobody had told him 
how it worked. He tried to remember what he did know. Let's see. Lots of people 
died trying this. That was the one thing he knew. Also, the Trwyth Boar vial 
made all the magic it hooked to far stronger. 

Erec frowned. If the Twrch Trwyth made the Awen much stronger, what 
would happen to him when he hooked one up? He could see why people had 
died. How was he supposed to do it? Once the Awen of Knowledge became 
stronger, he wouldn't be able to function at all. 

There was one easy solution. He was holding it in his hand. The scepter could 
do it for him easily. Who cared if King Piter said that he wasn't supposed to do 
his quests with it? He had it now, so why not use it? What was he even doing 


this for, anyway? To score some credit with the Fates? To look good to the 
Alypians? 

No. The only reason was to fix the Substance, save Upper 
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Earth. And if using the scepter would be the easiest way, then good for him. 

A scuffling noise made Erec turn around. He saw a shadow in the distance. A 
person was approaching. Another figure followed, but he could not make out 
who either of them were. 

They were coming closer, headed straight for him. Erec crouched near a rock, 
scepter held out in front of him. He could use it to capture them. Anger filled 
him, and he became confused again until he touched the Twrch Trwyth, which 
was now quite warm. 

The figures grew closer but were obscured by the haze. Erec wondered if they 
could see. As they approached, Erec felt a chill. He grasped the scepter more 
tightly. 

But despite his grip, it jerked out of his hand and flew away into the mist. 

A spike of cold filled him, along with a pang of longing. He had lost 
everything. Who were these people? Did they steal his scepter? He wouldn't be 
able to connect the Awen without it. What would he do now? 

Erec hunched, frozen, as the two people came into view. Both of them wore 
dark scowls. The shorter one walked calmly toward Erec without a word. The 
other, tall, bent, and weary, held the scepter. 

He still could not make out their faces. A glint of light reflected off the shorter 
one's head. Was it red hair? Oscar? All he could really tell was that whoever it 
was looked angry. The larger one started to bend the scepter toward Erec, then 
stopped. Erec could hear him talking out loud to the scepter, arguing. 

It was hard to make out, but Erec could hear, "...don't like him. Want to make 
him go." 

The smaller one trudged closer like a lone soldier in an angry gloom fighting a 
faceless enemy. Finally Erec could make out his 
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features. Wiry, bald, and wrapped in a huge blanket, the Hermit looked like 
Erec had never seen him, muddled and upset. The taller man was none other than 
King Piter, covered in a down coat. He was discussing with his scepter how he 
hated everyone and just wanted to get rid of them. 

Erec was glad the scepter had put a shred of doubt in the king's mind about 
sending him into the abyss. He rushed forward and pressed the king's hand onto 
the Trwyth Boar vial. 

The king's eyes sharpened, and his mouth dropped open. "Erec!" He looked 


down at the magic vial. "So this is the Twrch Trwyth. Amazing. Wonderful job." 
Erec and the king held the vial between their two hands. 

"Just wait until you let go of this vial," Erec said. "You'll think I'm doing a 
terrible job then. Anyway, I haven't done the hard part yet. The Awen are still 
under there. Why are you here?" 

The Hermit was gazing at them with stupefied hatred. 

King Piter said, "I had no choice, really. The Hermit told me this was where 
you would be. I had to get the scepter back from you before you really made a 
mess of things." 

Shame and desire both raced through Erec. "I wasn't making a mess of 
anything. The scepter brought me here and gave me a warm coat. But I'm going 
to need it to hook the Awen up to the Twrch Trwyth. Everyone else died doing it, 
do you understand? I have to use the scepter and make it easy." 

"No, Erec," the king said quietly. "The scepter is not an option here. If you 
manage to put the Awen together with the Trwyth Boar, that energy alone might 
be too much for you. If you used the scepter at the same time, your brain would 
probably boil out your ears." 

"Really?" Erec longingly eyed the scepter, almost ready to take the risk. Then 
he shook his head, forcing himself out of its spell. "But how will I do this 
without it? Everyone else died." 
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The king closed his eyes, pained. "This is another reason I am not able to 
watch you on your quests, why I have assigned the Hermit to always be there 
with you for them, whether you know he is or not. It's too hard for me, as your 
father, to see you take this kind of risk. It is a hard decision to even let you do 
the quests at all. I'm putting a lot of trust in the Fates. My experience with them, 
and having done my own quests, reassures me. They would not tell you to do 
something you cannot do. It's only..." 

"Only what?" 

The king laid a hand on his shoulder. "There are no guarantees, either. The 
outcomes depend on you as well, Erec. Sometimes they depend on things you 
cannot control, things deep inside of you. It is possible that you could make a 
wrong decision here. The Fates know that you can succeed but not that you 
will." 

Erec stared at the scepter, living proof that the Fates could offer no guarantees. 
If his father had not shown up, and the scepter hadn't flown to him, as Erec had 
programmed it to, he definitely would have used it with the Awen and would 
have been killed. 

The king said, "Part of me wants to send you back to a safe room in the 


castle." He sighed. "I guess there is no castle now, though." 

Erec's cheeks burned. "I'm sorry about that." 

"Completely my fault. My mistake, remember?" King Piter smiled thinly. 
"Anyway, I want to send you somewhere safe, not let you do this. Try to hook 
the Awen up myself. But if the Fates did not ask me to do it, my chances would 
not be good. You are a wise young man, Erec. If anything is holding you back 
here, if you don't feel up to it, I will take you away from here and protect you. 
It's very hard for me to see you make this choice." 

Erec thought about his father's offer. He had gotten this far. The Awen and the 
Twrch Trwyth were only a few feet apart. How could he walk away and let the 
Awen go back and make those places 
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miserable again? And not stabilize the Substance for Upper Earth? Everyone 
there would die in ten years otherwise. 

"T'll be fine...."" Erec was not sure whether to call him Dad or King Piter. 
Neither sounded right anymore. 

Tears welled in the king's eyes and a half smile lit his face. "At least I won't 
know what's going on." 

They both turned toward the pit where the Awen rested. The ground trembled 
beneath them, and a small avalanche bounded down the cliff nearby. 

"Will you stay this time?" Erec asked. "I can have two other people with me, 
remember?" 

"Of course I will," the king assured him. "Not that I'll be any help. But before 
I let go of this vial, I am instructing my scepter not to let me do anything bad to 
Erec or the Hermit, or do anything to harm this quest. No spinning you into 
space...."" He laughed. "Sorry about that. I forgot who you were, just didn't like 
you much for some reason." 

"I know. Thanks...Dad." It felt good saying that, maybe even more so because 
there was a chance that he might not see him again. He gave his father a quick 
hug. "I'll talk to the Hermit, then see what I can do with the Awen." 

When he pulled the Twrch Trwyth away, the king's face grew sour and dazed 
again. Erec succeeded in putting the Hermit's hand on the vial after a little 
tugging and a few choice words from the Hermit. But then a grin spread over his 
face and he began to laugh. "You're alive. And the king has his scepter back. 
This is wonderful!" 

Erec pressed the vial between their palms. "Not so great yet, until I finish this 
quest without getting killed." 

"So far, so good." The Hermit tittered. 

"Any advice?" Erec asked. "I have no idea how to do this." 


The Hermit shrugged. "No clue." He grinned joyfully, as if this was the best 
possible answer. 
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Why did he think the Hermit would help? "I guess I'll get started then." Erec 
pulled the vial away, and the Hermit's gaze grew cold and spacey. 

Just to be safe, Erec held the vial tightly while he shoved the large rock off of 
the pit Melody had made. The open backpack lay underneath. Erec caught a glint 
of the sparkling colors in it, reminding him there were five Awen. Which should 
he attempt first? If the Trwyth Boar amplified the Awen's powers, things would 
get much worse here soon. He imagined the king and the Hermit in a rage like 
Jam had been in. Unfortunately, he had nothing to tie them down with. Maybe it 
wasn't a good idea to have them here now after all. 

The king had made a bed on the field with his scepter and cuddled in it, 
sipping cocoa and scowling. 

It made sense to connect the Awen of Beauty first. No matter how ugly it 
made him or his surroundings, at least that wouldn't make it harder to go on. He 
also decided to do the Awen of Knowledge last. That would be the hardest, and 
he probably would be unable to do anything after that. 

He lifted the backpack from the pit with a stick and pulled out the glowing 
green dodecahedron. Even though he held the Trwyth Boar in his other hand, 
everything around him turned scary and awful. The cliff near his side was dark 
and menacing, ink or blood running down its side. The swirling mists didn't help, 
distorting everything further. He felt fine, but he gagged when he saw his own 
hands. They looked like bones and spiky worms with waving feelers jutting from 
green slime. 

Erec lifted the chain off his neck. He held the Awen of Beauty next to the 
small, pig-shaped glass vial. How did these connect? He touched them together 
in several places, and nothing happened. Erec tried not to look at his hands, 
pretended they were someone else's. How much worse could he look when this 
thing hooked up? 
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As he slid the Awen around the glass boar vial, a spark jumped suddenly out 
of the vial. He held the vial still, and a beam of green light burst from one of the 
pig's feet straight through the Awen of Beauty. The Awen then exploded into the 
light, becoming part of the green beam that shone brightly far out over the sea. 

It had worked. Erec glanced nervously at his hands. He was surprised that 
they looked fine. No, more than fine. His hands looked spectacular. They had 
never looked a fraction this nice before. Could the rest of him look that good as 
well? 


All that he could see around him through the fog was radiant with beauty. The 
king and Hermit looked spectacular as well--a bald Adonis and an aging teen 
heartthrob. He could not wait to attach the Awen of Sight next, so he could really 
see what was around him. He grabbed the glowing blue twelve-sided ball next. 

But the instant he touched it, he was blinded. Everything turned black. Erec 
could hear the king grumbling in the darkness. Still, he could feel the Twrch 
Trwyth in his other hand, and he brought the two together before him. He moved 
them around each other, but the effort felt futile. How would he be able to tell 
when they were connected? 

After more fumbling, a spark went off in the blackness. Erec held the Awen 
still, and soon a blinding beam of blue light shot out of another boar foot deep 
into the evening sky. The Awen of Sight exploded into the light and was gone. 
The mist on the island cleared. Erec could see again. 

More than that, he could see everything. Fish swimming in the bottom of the 
sea, all the way from here. Distant treetops. If he focused, he could see right 
through the king to his beating heart and the little white nerves leaving his spinal 
cord, branching like trees. He squinted into the air and spied the edge of the 
Earth's atmosphere, right where outer space began. 
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Everything he saw was spectacular. It was breathtaking. He couldn't stop 
looking--into the beating wings of a hawk, at the dance of the sand grains under 
the rhythm of the waves--until finally he remembered there was more to do. He 
was excited now. This was amazing. How could people have died doing this? 
Nothing seemed dangerous at all. 

What next? One look at the king and Hermit grumbling told him to choose the 
Awen of Harmony. How could they feel bad in the midst of this beauty? 

Before he fished the gleaming red dodecahedron out of the backpack, he 
braced himself. When he picked it up, with the Trwyth Boar in his other hand, it 
would make him explode in fury. Would he know enough to handle it? 

Erec stopped. Know enough? Of course. He would have to do the Awen of 
Knowledge first. He started a chant in his head. Touch these things together. 
Move them around each other. Touch these things together. Move them around 
each other. 

The moment he grasped the shiny yellow ball, he stared off in a daze. No 
thoughts or questions troubled his mind. Everything around him was so 
beautiful. He just wanted to look at it. 

But he kept hearing a chant. Touch these things together. Move them around 
each other. Touch these things together. Move them around each other. What 
things? He had things in his hands he supposed. Touch these things together. 


Move them around each other. 

He put his hands together and moved them around each other. Soon, this 
touched off a spark. A beam of yellow light burst from the glass boar's snout, 
and the Awen of Knowledge blew up, fusing with the beam and forming a huge 
bright yellow spotlight on the cliff side. 

Everything was clear. Perfectly clear. Knowledge filled him--everything he'd 
ever wanted to know. 
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In that moment, Erec realized that if he had chosen the Awen of Harmony 
first, he would have died. 

Erec marveled at the beauty of how everything had been put together. He 
understood now why he had been picked for this task, the choice he would have 
to make, and he wondered what he would end up deciding. Life itself seemed to 
spread out before him, unraveling all its mysteries. Any small problem he might 
have had, any concept he might not have understood, were child's play now. 

He regarded the king and the Hermit, who were snarling at each other, with 
compassion, as if they were tiny children. The Hermit understood more, and 
even though both were sharper now that the Awen of Knowledge was connected, 
they were so unaware. He even felt pity for Baskania, his never ending search 
for complete power, and what it had done to him. 

It was time to attach the Awen of Harmony, before King Piter and the Hermit 
started fighting. 

He knew exactly what to do. This would be the hard one, of course. That was 
clear now. People in the past had either picked this one early, and killed 
themselves in anger, or picked it after the Awen of Knowledge and destroyed 
themselves and everyone around them when their perfect knowledge mixed with 
perfect hate. 

This is why Erec had been chosen, he knew now. Only he could possibly 
protect himself from the red Awen. There was only one way to block its 
complete hate. And that was complete love. He had to bring his dragon eyes out. 

It was easier than ever to turn his eyes around. Love surrounded him. The 
beauty of the earth. His father trying his best. Dragons, dragon eyes, Bethany. 
Love filled his every pore, pumped with every beat of his heart. He was ready. 

Thick white nets of Substance hung around the Awen and the Twrch Trwyth. 
Of course this part of the island would have more 
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Substance than the rest of Upper Earth. The Awen was collecting it, but only 
the Twrch Trwyth could secure it. 

He grasped the sparkling red Awen of Harmony. Its power surged from its 


closeness to the Trwyth Boar. Waves of fierce hatred raged through him. Life 
was a Sham, a rotten tragedy with pathetic saps playing the clueless actors. 
Everyone should die a merciful death, get out of this pigsty. 

But he was ready. Love fought back. The Substance itself filled him with a 
love so deep it melted his anger. He saw the wonder in the tiniest insects, the 
grand cliffs before him. He could feel his dragon eyes fighting the rage that 
seared through him. Hope made him bring the red Awen close to the Twrch 
Trwyth. 

But hatred began to take over. He was tired of being a pawn in the sick game 
the Fates were playing, pushing him across a painful, rotten board until he turned 
into a king. What then? Ruin his life with the scepter? Rule over the pathetic 
peons who were all selfish, mean, and power mad themselves? Why bother? 
Where was the good in it? 

One look at the king made him want to hurl the red Awen straight into his 
face. What a mess he had made of Erec's whole life. What was it with him and 
these "mistakes"? He just sauntered along, destroying everyone else, and Erec 
had to deal with it? Not this time. Erec would put the red Awen in the king's 
hands, make him hold it, show him what it was like to deal with mistakes. 

The hate was winning. Only a long look at the Substance, absorbing its 
beauty, kept his dragon eyes from turning back into his head. Love poured out 
again. 

He could feel the two forces inside of him: the love battling the hate. Sharp 
emotions flared in him one way, then the other. He tried to focus on love, but 
then hate would start to conquer him again. 

Love. Sometimes the word resonated, echoed deep inside. Other 386times it 
felt like an empty promise. Erec did not know how long he sat there, fighting 
himself. Every time he began to bring the red Awen close to the Twrch Trwyth 
his anger would spiral. 

Love. He focused on June, Bethany, the dragons. Finally, in a burst of hope, he 
turned his love inward. He loved his hatred. Loved himself for it. Loved his 
anger. Accepted it fully. Loved all the terrible things that his hate pointed out to 
him. Loved the pain, the stupidity, just because they were real and there, and it 
was all a part of him anyway. He could feel love surrounding the hate, covering 
it like a shield. 

And when he tried to bring the Awen to the Twrch Trwyth, this time he could 
do it. He slid it around until a beam of red light shot from the boar's tail, far into 
the woods. The red Awen exploded into the light. 

At last Erec understood the meaning of the word "peace." 
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CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN A Letter 


to Erec 


KING PITER GRINNED and the Hermit laughed. "You did it!" the Hermit 
said. They broke into applause, making Erec laugh so hard his stomach hurt. 

"I'm not done yet," he said. 

The king looked around in wonder. "It's beautiful here." 

Erec agreed. The gray of the sky matched the eyes of his birth mother, Hesti. 
Skylarks swooped in perfect swan dives. No 
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choreographer could plan a more perfect dance. The tips of the heather danced 
in perfect time to the beat of the wind, the harmony of the waves, the music of 
the Substance, and the rhythm of his own heart. 

Every ounce of hatred had seeped out of him, leaving him tired but filled with 
complete love and understanding. He could feel a deep connection to his father, 
the Hermit, and the universe itself. 

The last Awen would be easy, he knew. "Ready for a little rumble?" he said 
with a grin. 

Erec fished the black Awen of Creation from the backpack. He would have 
little time, so he moved fast. As soon as he grasped the shiny black 
dodecahedron with etched symbols on its twelve faces the earth crumbled 
beneath him. Giant boulders bounced down the mountain, and the cliff side 
erupted into a shower of falling rock. 

Erec's hands worked swiftly together until he saw a flash. A beam of white 
light broke from one of the boar's feet, and the Awen of Creation melted away 
into it. The rumbling stopped. No more chunks fell around him. Everything was 
still. 

Deep in a pit, Erec slipped the Trwyth Boar chain back around his neck. Five 
beams of light shot from it: white, red, blue, yellow, and green, forming big 
glowing circles on the dirt around him. A few thin rays of light shone from 
above, through the rocks and dirt that had caved in over him. 

Right where the beam of white light was shining, small green sprouts began to 
pop out from the dirt. The Awen of Creation, he thought. The most miraculous 
Awen of all. He could spend years just watching what it could do. 

But, for now, best to climb out of the pit and let his father and the Hermit 
know he was okay. Getting out was much easier than it would have been in the 
past. The Awen of Knowledge in the Twrch Trwyth told him everything he 
needed to know. It was like having a 
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permanent cloudy thought, but he didn't have to turn into a dragon to know 
what to do. 

He pushed the right rocks at the right angles and climbed out of the pit 
without a problem. 

The king and the Hermit were overjoyed to see him. Erec was astounded. 
Rocks, boulders, and raw dirt littered the ground, but the land looked even more 
beautiful than any he had ever seen. He could live like this. 

King Piter clapped his back. "Well done." Then he peered at Erec's chest with 
curiosity. "Your Amulet hasn't changed yet." 

"I know," Erec answered. "I haven't completed the quest yet." 

The king was confused. "But...it seems like you did a pretty good job to me." 

"He still has a decision to make," the Hermit said. 

It was true. Erec was not sure what he would choose. The decision he had to 
make was crystal clear to him. He could either plant the Twrch Trwyth deep in 
the ground, where it would burrow its way down to the Earth's core and stabilize 
the Substance. 

Or he could keep it. 

Erec sat on the rocky shore, gazing far across the sea. With his boosted vision, 
he could see deep into the woods of Avalon, then spot a squid on the ocean floor. 
This was the hardest decision he had ever faced. It meant everything to him. It 
was his life. 

He knew what both options would bring, of course. The Awen of Knowledge 
made that clear. His choice was simple yet so hard to make. If he buried the 
Twrch Trwyth, he would be his old self again. A little headstrong, sometimes 
bumbling, but meaning well. He would not remember all the answers that he 
knew now. It would be a much smaller life, less meaningful, less beautiful. He 
would not be able to watch each wave swell and see the perfection in it. 
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If he kept the vial, he would move to a cave. He would want to live in nature, 
to best study how things grow. Every moment of the rest of his life--and his life 
would be much longer if he wore the Twrch Trwyth--would be an exercise in 
amazement. The things he could discover and bring to light would change the 
world. 

And the Substance? That didn't really matter either way. Whatever he decided, 
it should be fine. He knew how to fix it now. That would be easy to do if he kept 
the Twrch Trwyth, since he'd have all the knowledge. Sure, burying the Awen 
would stabilize the Substance, keep the problem from getting worse. But it 
would not fix it. There was only one thing that would do that. 


But he knew either choice he made should be okay. If he buried the vial, and 
lost the knowledge of how to fix the Substance, the Fates should help him figure 
it out through his quests. So that wasn't an issue. 

Life would not be easy if he gave up the vial. The trials he would have to face 
were more than any one person should have to bear. But now he could see the 
beauty in that, too. The perfection of not knowing, of going through life with 
each day a surprise, an unfolding mystery. 

Was this all about him? Well, it really was. People would die either way, 
unfortunately. He did not like to think about that. More mistakes would be made 
by more people. But that was a part of mortal existence. He could never change 
that. He was happier thinking about how life, in general, would improve with 
either choice he made, once the Substance was taken care of. 

He wasn't sure he could really give up the Twrch Trwyth. Give up knowing 
the workings of the universe, feeling its harmony, seeing its spectacular beauty. 
That would be next to impossible. If he did, then he would fall back under the 
spell of that silly scepter again, he knew. The magic of the scepter paled in 
comparison to what he had now. Who needed to "do" things, mess with yourself 
or others, when all this wonder was before them? Power? There was no limit 
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to the power of the universe that he was one with now. But it was a peaceful 
power, a complete thing, not the searing addictive power of the scepter. 

He had no questions, no misgivings. It was just a choice. Just one that would 
change everything forever. There were no right or wrong answers. 

But there was one thing he kept coming back to. With the Twrch Trwyth he 
would live in all-encompassing love, knowing, understanding, and accepting. It 
would be wonderful. Without it, he would be like a child, his love, 
disappointments, grief, and fears mingling with hope, pride, and amazement. 

Monks and mystics everywhere spent their whole lives trying to attain what he 
had now. But which way did he choose to exist? To be a peaceful, happy 
observer of the world, or a cog in its mucky, magnificent wheel, a simple link in 
its spectacular chain? Peaceful observation or spectacular immersion? 

So he made his choice. And he smiled because the Fates had known all along 
what he would choose. 

He wished there was more wisdom that he could leave for himself, but he 
knew that only certain things would be okay to let himself know. So he asked 
King Piter for his notepad and a pen. "The notepad is in your jacket pocket, 
Father. And I'd like the pen in your shirt pocket, not your Aitherpoint quill." 

The king turned pale, but took out the pad and pen. 

Erec wrote a note to himself, chuckling. 


Erec, 

Congratulations on your decision. You have picked the harder path, and for 
that I am proud of you. But it is the better path in the end. I'd like to leave you 
with a few words of wisdom. Use them as you will. 

Choose the blue Awen ball first. The yellow one would be a disaster. 
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Give your father a hug. Forgive him for his mistakes. We all make them. 

Things may look bleak at times, but never forget the love you brought forth 
today. If you could win over the hate of the red Awen with that love, you can win 
over anything. 

Nothing can stop Oscar. It's written in the fabric of time. So just help him. 

Give Bethany a kiss. You'll know when the time is right. 

Put the coat on the coat rack. 

There is good to be found everywhere, even in evil. And you can learn in the 
dark. 

Sit Jam down and tell him how great he is and how much you care for him. He 
will protest and squirm, but keep going on and on until he looks like he'll faint. 
No matter what happens, remember that this was a grand adventure and a 

wonderful experiment. 

And most important, but most difficult, trust yourself. 

Love, Erec 

Tears rolled down his face as he walked back to the pit. He was not ready to 
give up the Twrch Trwyth, but he never would be ready. Using it longer would 
only make it harder. He cried for the tadpoles he would never really see, for the 
raindrops he'd never explore, for the life he was giving up. 

Erec held the small glass vial shaped like a boar over the pit. Five bright- 
colored spotlights shone from it. It was spectacular. 

He let it go. 

The earth parted as the Twrch Trwyth fell, swallowing it up. The ground 
closed over it. Erec hung his head, feeling the great loss. Then he collapsed. 
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The Hermit thought Erec's letter to himself was a comedy sketch. He laughed 
so hard he rolled on the ground, slapping his knees, eyes watering. The king 
found it interesting but was as mystified as Erec about most of what he had 
written. "The coat and the coat rack?" 

Erec shrugged. Kiss Bethany? He didn't know about that, either. But he did 
give King Piter a big hug. "I'm glad to know who my dad is now. Aoquesth said 
some pretty great things about you." 

The king hugged Erec back, a big grin on his face. "Hey, look." He pointed at 


his chest. "A fourth segment is lit up on your amulet." 

Erec lifted the Amulet of Virtues off his chest. A fourth segment glowed a 
sunny yellow. He was curious what the symbol written on it meant, so he 
brought his dragon eyes forward. It was easier than ever to make his eyes turn 
around now. All it took was just a memory, really, of all that love. 

"Knowledge?" He was confused. "I have the virtue of knowledge? I don't 
think so. I just threw all that knowledge into a pit." 

The Hermit cocked his head. "You forget, Erec. You once knew everything. 
That sets you apart, you know. All your past and all your future is inside you, in 
that little black box. It holds all the answers now. That is something that will be a 
part of you forever." 

Erec frowned. "You mean inside that black box I still understand everything in 
the universe?" 

"We all do," the Hermit said. "But not like you. You have it all spelled out in 
there, crystal clear." 

Hmm. Erec wondered what he would choose to show himself the next time he 
looked into his future with his dragon eyes. At least he could trust that he'd show 
himself the right things, since that black box now had all the answers. 
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The Hermit giggled and bent over the lump of ground that had been a huge rift 
moments earlier. It had healed over, and already a raft of tiny sprouts were 
growing there. "A little light is shining from here." He picked something up from 
a tall tuft of grass. "Someone left you a present, Erec." 

Erec walked over. In the Hermit's hand lay the glass Trwyth Boar vial, only 
now it was empty. But attached to three of its feet were tiny blue, green, and 
black balls. A red one was attached to its tail and a yellow one to its snout. He 
thought he could see tiny symbols on little faces around the balls, like tiny 
dodecahedrons. 

"But why was this left here? I dropped it into the pit. It was supposed to fall to 
the center of the earth." 

"It looks like you knew about it before, though." The Hermit giggled, tapping 
Erec's letter to himself. 

Choose the blue Awen ball first. The yellow one would be a disaster. 

"I don't get it," Erec said. "What does it mean to choose the blue one first?" 
He felt stupid, not knowing something that he fully understood just moments 
earlier. "I don't know what these things do." 

"Oh, yes you do, silly Erec Rex." The Hermit slapped him on the back. "You 
know better than anyone." 

Erec played with the vial and saw that the balls were attached to the glass boar 


by tiny stems. "If I break one off, it will do something...." If he only knew what. 

"Exactly." The Hermit nodded. Erec put the chain around his neck alongside 
his amulet, where it had been before. 

King Piter stepped through the rubble of the Castle Alypium, tears in his eyes. 
Erec felt terrible. 

"I'm so sorry about all this," Erec said. "I should have listened to you. You 
told me again and again, but I thought I knew better." 

As annoyed as he had been with King Piter, Erec realized how 
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his father had been right all along. Erec was not ready to take over as king yet. 
He still had a lot to learn. And King Piter was not ready to lose his power. The 
people of Alypium still needed him watching over them, whether they knew it or 
not. 

The king's eyes were wet. "My plants..." 

It seemed odd that the king was more concerned about some plants that might 
have died than the devastation before them. Smashed shards of pottery urns 
mingled in the dust with crystal fragments and splintered wooden floorboards. 
Mangled tapestries wound around crushed gargoyles. 

Erec felt terrible. "Are you sure you can't fix it again?" 

"It's unfixable," the king said sadly. "I can clean it up, though. That will be 
one of the last things I'll do with the scepter." 

The thought made Erec uncomfortable. Had he stripped his father of that 
much power? "Why is that?" 

"The castle was a big part of me, stabilizing me. It let me do great things with 
the scepter and not be as influenced by it. I'm at much greater risk carrying it 
now and using it." 

"Can't you make another castle with it?" Erec asked. 

"No." The king smiled kindly. "That was only possible once. Too much of me 
went into it. There's just not enough left." 

Erec had really blown it. "Maybe I should use it to make my castle now. Then 
I can use the scepter without as much danger." 

The king waved away that idea. "You're not ready yet. It would destroy you. I 
need to keep it until you build yourself up more." He pulled it slightly away 
from Erec. "You'll be able to handle it after the Fates prepare you with your other 
quests. Just give it time." 

It didn't sound like there was much time. Erec would have to finish the quests 
quickly so he could take over before something bad happened to his father, or 
someone stole the scepter. But what would happen if he did finish all twelve 
quests? He would inherit his father's 
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scepter, build a castle, and rule over Alypium. It made a little more sense now 
that he knew he was an heir to the throne. But what about the other two thrones? 
What had happened to his brother and sister? 

Erec studied the king. "You said you knew the other two who were supposed 
to rule with me. That would be my brother and sister, right?" 

The king nodded. "But they can't help you now, I'm afraid." 

Erec tried to remember what the king had said about them. "One of them is 
missing, and the other has some kind of problem, and can't do the quests. Which 
one is missing?" 

The king sighed. "I've spent a lot of time protecting your sibling from finding 
out about all this. I'm not sure it's a good idea to tell you now. I'll need to think it 
over, make sure it's not dangerous." 

"And what about my mom, Queen Hesti? Where is she? I want to find her--" 
Erec stopped when he saw his father's expression. His chin was trembling as he 
looked at the empty space where the castle had stood. Remembering his missing 
wife seemed to be more than he could handle. 

Erec decided not to push him now, after everything they had both gone 
through. But his mother was out there somewhere, and he would find her. And 
his triplet siblings, too. It would be nice to get to know them. He wondered if it 
was his brother or sister who was missing. Prince Muck-Muck or Princess Pretty 
Pony. Well, he would just have to find the missing one. That was all. It would be 
great to do the rest of the quests as a team. 

"What will you do now? Where will you live?" Erec kicked a broken piece of 
a column out of the way as they walked. A shiver ran through him as he thought 
about living in Alypium without King Piter to protect him, or protect anyone, as 
well as he once had. 

The king said, "I'll be spending some time in Avalon, I think. The druids were 
quite helpful there. But I'll be here, too, keeping watch. 
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I'll build a house with the scepter, for myself, you, Jam, a few servants. A 
doghouse for Wolfboy. Bethany will have her own area, attached. It won't be as 
nice as she's used to, though." He shrugged. 

"But a lot nicer than what she had with Earl Evirly," Erec said. "I think as long 
as she's with you she'll be happy. She likes to think you're her father. I think she 
was upset to find out you're really my father." 

He felt a twinge in the back of his eyes, where his dragon eyes were. The 
thought of Bethany made him frown. Something wasn't right, it seemed, but he 
didn't know what. Was she in some kind of danger? There was no real reason to 


think so. Maybe he was just worried about her being upset. 

While he was thinking about it, Erec stumbled over a cement block and fell 
down a hole onto some steps. "Where do these go?" He trotted down the stairs, 
then saw they led into the twisty tunnels under the castle. "The catacombs," he 
called up the stairs, then came up. "Nothing's guarding them now." 

"Then this is where our house will be," the king said. He stood awhile, as if 
calculating the house's size. Wind whipped through his hair and cloak. 

"What's that?" Erec pointed at a large object sticking out of the rubble. They 
walked closer and saw gold gleaming through the dust. 

It was the king's huge throne. Beside it sat the Lia Fail, the stone that 
screamed. The throne and rock stood miraculously untouched, perched on a 
small circle of wood floor. Everything around it had collapsed. 

"I think the house will contain this as well." The king smiled. "Glad one thing 
is still in its place." 

"So we'll have a pretty big house, with a throne room and huge catacombs 
below, and servants? Not much else from the castle I'd miss, anyway." Then he 
remembered something. "What about the pool table? In the game room?" 
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The king knew what Erec was talking about. "Posey used that to visit 
sometimes. It was also an escape route. Should be around that way." He pointed 
east. After wandering a ways, they found a wet spot around a tunnel of water. 
The king looked down at it. "I'll put a pool here, in our gardens, huh?" 

"How will you explain this to the people of Alypium? Will they still think 
you're their king?" 

King Piter had already considered that problem. "I'll tell them I wanted to 
downsize. That this was the next step in your becoming king. If they think I'm 
truly out of the picture, someone will build a castle for the Stain boys tomorrow. 
And try to get the scepter from me. I'll have a harder time keeping it safe now." 

Erec could see the worry in his face. "I'll help too, Dad. But if you want 
people to think you're king, better make this house a nice one. Like a castle, 
right?" 

"You got it. Walk over here." They stepped away from the water tunnel, where 
their pool would soon be. The king made a sweep with the scepter, and the 
rubble and mess dissolved into the air. Piles of plaster and wood rippled, then 
vanished. The ground swept itself smooth until a field of dirt appeared where the 
castle had stood. The debris and wreckage vanished from the castle gardens and 
the maze. 

The king took a deep breath. With an effort, he stamped his scepter on the 
ground. A beautiful house with a few turrets and the flag of Alypium on top rose 


before Erec, building itself in fast motion. It was springing straight from the 
king's imagination into real life. Outside, around them, immaculate gardens 
arose. The sight was spectacular. 

The king dropped the scepter. He looked stunned, desperate. "Hold my 
hands," he whispered hoarsely. 

Erec grasped his fingers and felt him shaking. 

"It's..." The king looked pained. "I forgot what that scepter can 
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do. How bad it is. Without...without my castle to help me. Just hold me here 
for a while, so I don't pick it up again until I'm ready." 

Erec squeezed his father's hands, keeping him from grabbing the scepter like 
he knew he wanted to. 

The house was wonderful inside. Erec was sure he would not miss the castle 
at all, except for what it had meant for King Piter. Soon he heard barking and 
stepped outside. Wolfboy bounded up, knocking him onto his back. "Hey, boy." 
He wrestled his wenwolf dog a bit, scratching his ears. "Glad you're okay, pup." 

He looked up and saw a surly Bethany and a shy-looking Jam approaching. 
When Bethany saw him, she looked around for somewhere else to go but gave 
up when Jam forged ahead of her. 

Jam nodded at Erec. "Young sir. Bethany told me you discovered you are the 
king's son. Congratulations, sir. I assume you will be living with him here then?" 

"Don't congratulate me," Erec said. "I kind of made a mess of things." He 
gestured at the quiet gardens where the king's castle once stood. 

Jam smiled. "I'll be taking care of Bethany, then. We'll find a place nearby--" 

"No way," Erec said. "You two are living here with King Piter. He planned it 
all out. Bethany gets her own whole section of the house, with her own 
servants." He laughed. "Bigger than where I'll be staying, I'm sure." 

Bethany's eyes lit up, but she remained quiet. 

Jam cleared his throat. "I can still live with the king?" He broke into a big 
grin. "Well, then." He dusted his butler coat off. "I'll have a lot to do getting 
things in order. Let's see how many servants we'll have to run the ship now." He 
strode toward the house with big steps, murmuring about fine cutlery and soup 
pots. 
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Bethany bit a thumbnail nervously. "Was it your idea for me to stay here? Or 
King Piter's?" 

Erec knew what she was asking. He smiled. "King Piter's. All the way. It 
wouldn't be home for him without you. You know that." 

She shrugged. "Yeah. But now that he has a real son, I can't imagine he'd have 


much time for a fake daughter." 

"Bethany, don't be stupid." Erec threw a twig at her. "You'll always be like a 
daughter to him. Your mom was his best AdviSeer. She was almost part of the 
family." 

Bethany stared over Erec's head. "I guess this kind of makes us siblings, 
then?" She didn't look too happy about it. 

"Yeah," Erec replied. But he wasn't sure what he thought about that either. 

Erec figured he'd follow the directions in his letter from himself. He found 
Jam in the huge kitchen suite in the house, directing traffic and polishing 
cabinets. "Jam? Can I talk to you a moment?" 

"Of course, young sir. Tell me how I can assist you." Jam followed him to a 
small window seat that overlooked the pool. In the tunnel below it was the 
waterway system that could take them all the way to Ashona. 

"Jam, this is really important to me, okay?" 

"Yes, young sir?" He looked nervous. 

"I want you to know, I really appreciate you. The things you're always doing 
for everyone else are tremendous. You are the most giving person I've ever met." 

"No, really, young sir. That's kind, but not deserved." Jam blushed. 

"I'm not done, Jam. I think you're great. Bethany thinks you're great. King 
Piter couldn't do without you. I mean, none of us could. You really are a good 
person. I mean it. Inside and out." 
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Jam was beet-red now. "Please, kind sir. I only do my job. Nothing more. I'm 
nothing special." 

What had the letter told him to do? Keep going on and on until he looks like 
he'll faint. "No, Jam, you are special. You jumped right in to help me in 
Otherness. You stayed to fight with the Hydra and Valkyries even knowing you 
could have died. You are a true hero, Jam. I look up to you. Maybe someday I'll 
be as great a man as you are." 

Jam was squirming and actually looked sick. "Stop. Really, I don't deserve--" 

"You do. You are the meaning of the words 'brave' and 'kind.' You..." 

Jam was pale. His head began to wobble in a circle like he might faint. Erec 
smiled and left him alone to recover. 

When he walked back into the kitchen, Bethany ran into him. "There you are! 
Cutie Pie had another secret for me. It's the same thing. Balor and his brothers 
are stealing pie again, at the Green House." 

"Why would they steal it at the Green House?" Erec asked. "Wouldn't they 
take it from other people's houses?" 

"Maybe they're taking it there to eat." Bethany was working it out in her head. 


"IĮ just put my stuff away, and I know just where the gag Serving Tray is. Let's 
whip up some treats for them to find, and leave them near the Green House. We 
can hide and watch what happens to them." 

Erec felt a twinge behind his eyes. It wasn't a cloudy thought or even a 
premonition. But he knew something was not right about the pies. He just 
couldn't put his finger on it. "Don't go without me, Bethany, okay?" 

"Yeah, of course," she said. 

Erec's mother visited him with her glasses while he was roaming through the 
king's new house. He was glad she hadn't seen what this 
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had looked like when it was all in ruins. It took a while to explain to her what 
had happened. 

June's voice choked. "That's why he didn't want me to tell you? He said he had 
good reasons, but I never knew." 

"I saw you when I went back in time," he said. "Do you remember me talking 
about meeting Olwen Cullwich back then?" 

"It was ten years ago, Erec. I don't remember that at all." She paused. "Danny 
found a strange note in his coat pocket the other day. Something about clowns." 
Then she sounded uncomfortable. "Are you coming home soon?" 

Erec thought about it. He had worn himself out with this last quest. It would 
be great to go back for a while after he helped his father settle in, and after he 
went with Bethany to see what the Stain brothers were doing, stealing pies. He 
still had a strange feeling about that and didn't want her to go alone. 

It confused him a moment, though. He was living with his father in Alypium. 
Should he still also live at home with his adoptive mother? Then he realized-- 
that was why June sounded nervous. She was wondering the same thing. Well, 
she didn't have to worry. 

"Yeah, sure, Mom," he said, smiling around the room since he didn't know 
where she was. "I can't wait to come home again." 

Bethany carried a cake in a covered platter she had found in the kitchen. Erec 
lugged a pie on top of a wrapped container of pudding. He shuddered thinking 
what was inside of them. The fake Serving Tray had done a good job when 
Bethany asked it to make the food look good on the outside. The first pie she 
tried had turned out too disgusting to think about. As for the pudding, a nasty 
rodent had popped its head out, making her shriek and drop the serving platter 
straight into the big pudding bowl. She brought her fingers close to pluck it out, 
but thought better of it. They would have to get the tray back later. 
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The Green House, a stately mansion, took up a whole block in the center of 


town. The front door was set back from the street. They found plenty of shrubs 
to hide in, but nowhere to put the goodies. 

"Well, I have this." Bethany pulled her remote control out of her pocket. Erec 
felt a twinge of jealousy when he saw it. She'd had over a month to learn to use it 
better while he had been at home. "Let's see...." She pointed the remote control 
at the sidewalk leading to the front door and pushed a button. "Phero," she 
whispered. 

A small coffee table appeared on the sidewalk. 

Erec was impressed. "If you gave me that remote, I'd be lucky if I could move 
that table an inch." 

Bethany looked pleased. "You just need more practice, that's all. Actually, I do 
too." 

"I don't know. That seemed pretty good to me." 

Bethany shrugged. "Only problem is, I don't know where the table came from. 
Don't have a great grasp of that yet. Someone, somewhere, is putting their coffee 
mug down and it will crash to the ground.” 

Bethany left the lids on the cake and pudding but put the pie out on the table 
uncovered. Then they found a spot behind some bushes that covered them 
completely. Several people eyed the pie when they walked by, but luckily 
nobody stopped. 

"We should have left some sheep food out too, for Dollick," Erec said with a 
laugh. 

After waiting and chatting about King Piter's new house, they almost gave up. 
"Wait." Bethany pointed. The Stain triplets were heading into the Green House. 

"Hold on." Erec pointed his spy watch, the one that used to be Balor's, at the 
Stain brothers. It amplified sound from a great distance. He pushed and turned a 
dial. Balor's voice rose quietly from the watch. "...don't know whose it is. Just 
leave it. It could be old." 

But Damon was drooling. "Pie...I like pie. What kind is it?" 
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Bethany whispered, "Humble pie. Eat it." 

"How am I supposed to know, bonehead?" Balor knocked on the bone under 
Damon's hat. "I didn't make the pie. Come on, let's go in." 

Damon stood looking at the pie, then lifted the covers off the cake and 
pudding. "Oooh. Cake." 

Bethany crossed her fingers. "Let them eat cake." 

Next thing they saw, Damon was scooping handfuls of cake to his mouth. To 
their surprise, he looked like he was enjoying it. 

"Uh-oh," Bethany whispered. "I didn't make the cake with the good Serving 


Tray, did I? Could it have made a normal cake?" 

After Damon took a few more mouthfuls, Balor began to retch, and Dollick 
started to baa. "Look what you're eating, bonehead." Balor pointed at the cake. 

"Cake," Damon said lovingly. 

Bethany started to giggle. "I wish I could see it," she whispered. 

"Is it good?" Dollick bent his head over the cake and took a bite out of it like 
an animal, then spit it out. "Yueicch! This is...bleeegh! Augh!" He coughed and 
spit. 

"Pie." Damon stuck his hand into the pie and popped a wet handful into his 
mouth. 

"What are you eating?" Balor sounded furious. "Look at that!" 

Erec laughed so hard he had to cover his mouth with his arm so no one would 
hear. Soon Bethany was doubled over, hand on her mouth, pounding the ground 
in merriment. "Serves 'em--" She hiccupped. "Serves 'em right for stealing pies." 

"C'mon, you two freaks," Balor said. "Let's get inside. Dad said Bethany will 
show up before long. He wants to talk about plans." 

"What?" Bethany whispered. "Could that be me they're talking about? What's 
going on?" 

Damon ate another scoop of pie, then he got a funny look on his face. 
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"Oh, no," Balor said. "What's wrong now, Damon? If you're going to--" 

Damon turned around and started throwing up onto the grass. Balor and 
Dollick looked the other way. 

After Damon finally stopped, Balor said, "What do you expect if you eat 
disgusting, infested glop? You idiot. Let's go in, unless you're going to blow 
chunks again." 

Damon held his stomach like he wasn't sure, then looked back at the pie. 
"Pie..." he said with admiration. 

"The only pie you need to worry about is the pie locked away inside," Balor 
said. "The pie that will bring Bethany to us." 

Bethany gave Erec an incredulous glance. "Huh?" 

But Damon gulped another scoop of the disgusting pie on the table. Balor 
shook his head in his hand. "You idiot. Now you're going to barf again." 

Dollick looked like he could not handle watching. He wandered onto the lawn, 
dropped down, and munched some grass. 

"Bethany loves pie," Damon said, taking another bite. Then he gagged and 
threw up again. 

"Yes, she does. Dad says pie will bring her to us. We gave her cat Cutie Pie 
the message, twice now. So as soon as she gets it, she'll come right away." Balor 


raised a finger at Damon. "Now don't be stupid and go calling him 'Dad' again. 
He doesn't like that, okay? Just say 'Shadow Prince, ' like before." 

"I just don't get it," Bethany whispered, stunned. "Are they all crazy?" 

"Dumb name, anyway," Balor said. "Who would name a kid Pi?" 

It was not until then that Erec realized they had been talking about Bethany's 
brother, Pi, all along. 

Bethany was pale. Her mouth hung open in shock. She had just learned that 
she even had a brother a few months ago. He traveled 
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with the Alypium springball team, but she had been able to meet him and 
spend some time with him. He was the only real family she had, and Erec knew 
how important he was to her. 

Bethany started to charge out of the bushes, but Erec grabbed her arm and 
pulled her back. "You can't go out there," he whispered. "It's a trap." 

"They have Pi in there." Bethany's eyes were stormy. "I'm getting him out." 

"How are you going to do that? They've been waiting for you. I don't know 
why they want you--maybe to trap me. But you can't just run in there." 

"Erec," she whispered fiercely, "he's my brother. I have to try. Maybe you can 
go find the scepter. Right now Balor is just sitting there alone in front of the 
Green House with those two. I have to find out what's going on." She broke 
loose from Erec's grip. 

"Bethany! No!" 

"I won't go inside, okay? I'm just going to talk to them out here." She ran 
ahead toward the Stain brothers. 

Erec slammed his fist into the dirt. Why was she being so stupid? Anyone 
could see her out there. He knew she must be out of her mind with worry for her 
brother. It was clouding her judgment. 

He sunk his face into his knees. This was just what Baskania wanted. He had 
sent messages to her through her cat, Cutie Pie, to get her to show up at the 
Green House and save her brother. And now she was doing exactly that. At least 
the message had gotten flubbed by the cat before, so Bethany had thought the 
Stains were stealing pie from people. He wondered if Cutie Pie made it sound 
like that on purpose to protect her. 

Little good that did. She went right in on her own anyway. 

In a minute, Bethany stopped before the Stains, seething. "What have you 
done with my brother? Where is he?" 
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"Well, lookie there." Balor gloated. "We were just talking about you. Looks 
like my dad was right." 


"Bethany loves pie." Damon nodded thoughtfully and gazed back at the 
rancid, oozing pie on the table. 

"Damon likes pie?" Bethany asked. "You like this nice pie I left for you 
boys?" 

Balor's eyes narrowed. "You did this?" He looked back and forth between her 
and the sickening slop. "How did you make it so disgusting?" 

"Magic," she shrugged. 

"You don't know enough magic to make these." Erec saw Balor push a button 
on his wristband. He cringed. Balor was letting someone know Bethany was 
there. She had to get away. 

"Bethany!" Erec shouted. 

But at that moment, Baskania appeared in front of her. Erec did not see any 
extra eyes on his face today. Baskania opened his hand, and a coil of rope shot 
from his palm, twisting around Bethany until she was wound tight from the neck 
down. The end of the rope formed a stake, planting itself in the ground behind 
her to hold her up. Erec was only too familiar with those ropes. He had been tied 
with them before. The only things that could undo them, that he knew of, were a 
silver knife, a scepter, and dragon claws. 

Dragon claws. 

He looked up at the faded blue sky. He wasn't in Upper Earth now, so he could 
do a dragon call. Dragons could come into Alypium--he knew that, since 
Patchouli had brought him near the castle. It would be dangerous for them, since 
the Alypium army was on the alert to shoot dragons on sight. But this was an 
emergency. 

Through his watch, Erec could hear Baskania talking to Bethany. He was 
laughing. "You made these tasty treats by magic? I wonder if you're telling the 
truth, girl. That would be no small feat. Hmm..." 
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He scratched his chin. "I might have to make you eat the rest of this cake, pie, 
and pudding. Unless, that is, you can prove to me you made these. I hate to be 
lied to." 

Balor and Dollick were cackling with glee. Damon, on the other hand, looked 
upset. "Why does she get the rest?" 

Bethany's face was pale, looking at the rancid, infested slop on the table 
through the tears in her eyes. Then she perked up, relieved. "I can prove it! It's 
in...the proof is in the pudding." 

"Tt is?" Baskania said. "What's in the pudding?" 

"The magic tray I made these with." 

That seemed to interest Baskania. "Magic tray, huh? Reach in and get it, 


Balor." 

Erec was relieved but surprised that Baskania wasn't instantly killing Bethany. 
He seemed to be toying with her. Why would he do that? 

Then he realized. Baskania was using her as bait to draw Erec out. Erec closed 
his eyes with relief and concentrated on doing the dragon call. 

Love. It took a moment to overcome the hate he felt for Baskania and the 
Stains. But his memory of his love conquering the hate of the red Awen flooded 
back. Then it was simple to bring his dragon eyes forward. 

When his eyes turned, everything became green. Big knots of Substance hung 
in the air around him. He stared into the skies, beaming love into them and 
calling to the dragons. Dragons! Help me. Baskania captured Bethany. He'll kill 
her. 

The Substance, the world, looked beautiful through his eyes. Please, come 
quick! We're in danger. 

His concentration was broken by a scream. Balor had stuck his hand into the 
pudding and pulled out a plump rat by the tail, which was reaching up to bite 
him. He flung the rat into the grass and it 
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scampered away. Bethany wrinkled her nose at him and stuck out her tongue. 

"Must I do everything?" Baskania pointed a finger at the pudding bowl, and a 
gleaming silver tray rose from it, spotless. He snatched it and looked it over. 
"Nice. Give me an apple." A worm ridden pile of rotten apple mush appeared on 
the platter. Baskania tossed the magic silver tray behind him. 

Damon started after it. "Apple..." 

Balor knocked him on the head. 

"Dad." Damon pointed at the apple. "Can't I eat the apple?" 

Baskania sneered at him. "Do not ever call me that again, you idiot." 

He looked at Bethany. "I'm so glad you showed up today. I've been meaning to 
have a chat with you, Miss Bethany Cleary. I think you have something 
interesting to tell me. A secret, maybe? Ever since I found out about it, I've been 
looking for you, but it seems you and Erec Rex have been traipsing all over the 
globe, from the hottest to the coldest spots." He sighed. "If only Rosco had told 
me that you had a little secret before I saw you last, it would have saved me a lot 
of time." 

Erec felt his stomach drop. Baskania wasn't just using her to trap him. He had 
found out about the secret she'd almost told Oscar. The one he couldn't know 
about. Of course. 

What had his cloudy thought told him would happen if Baskania learned the 
secret? Erec tried not to remember. But it was too hard to forget. Baskania would 


take Bethany with him back to his headquarters, she would die, and the world 
would soon end. 

And now it was happening? Why wasn't he getting a cloudy thought? What 
was wrong with him? 

He focused again on the skies. Hurry, please! Baskania might find out a secret 
that will end the world! 
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Baskania pointed two fingers at Bethany. "You will tell me the secret, now. 
The one you almost told Oscar before Erec Rex stopped you. I need to know 
what it is." 

Bethany looked mesmerized. She opened her mouth to speak. 

But then something appeared in the sky. Everyone looked up. Six dragons 
flew toward them. Erec nearly collapsed in relief. There were shouts of fear from 
the street, and people running. 

With a wave of his hand, a shimmering bubble appeared around Baskania, the 
Stain boys, and Bethany. 

Baskania laughed a crazy, high-pitched cackle of glee. "Erec Rex." He sang 
the words. "I know you're out there somewhere. And I'm going to find you now. 
You don't think your dragons scare me, do you? Remember this dragon shield 
spell? I already used it before with you, didn't I? Tsk, tsk. You don't seem to 
learn your lessons, boy." 

Five of the dragons dove at the bubble, clawing at it to rescue Bethany. But 
the bubble resisted them easily. They breathed fire on it, bashed it with their 
mighty tails--but nothing happened to it. Bethany was untouchable. 

Loud blasts from detonation bombs rang through the air. Gunshots soon 
followed as people joined with the Alypium army in its attack, firing at the 
dragons from a distance. Bethany looked at the bubble around her with horror. 

Patchouli found Erec. "It looks like your friend is stuck. We can't stay long, 
under attack. Climb on and I'll fly you to safety." 

"I can't leave her and her brother Pi," Erec said with a gasp. "He's somewhere 
in the Green House." Then Erec got an idea. "Maybe we can crash through and 
find him." He climbed on Patchouli's back and sailed above the Green House 
lawn. A black band of smoke whizzed past them with a loud whistle. The 
detonation bomb narrowly missed 
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them, leaving a crater in the lawn where it exploded. 

Patchouli signaled the other dragons to leave. She darted back and forth in the 
air with Erec, avoiding being a still target. 

Baskania spotted him, though. "There you are, Erec Rex." His voice rang 


sharp through Erec's watch. "Why don't you come join our party? We have some 
tasty food down here waiting for you." He snickered. "Your girlfriend baked it. 
I'm sure you'll enjoy it." 

"TIl be back, Bethany!" Erec shouted. "I'm going to find something for you." 

Baskania's face broke into a sneer. He snapped his fingers and Pi Cleary 
appeared next to Bethany, in the bubble. 

Pi was bound in rope like she was. They gazed at each other sadly. Erec was 
glad he could not hear what they were saying. It was too awful. 

Now what would he do? 

"You can't save Bethany and Pi with your dragon friend," Baskania called to 
him. "The only way is for you to come in here yourself. We can make a trade. 
You for them." 

The last time Baskania made a deal with him, he had broken it immediately. 
Baskania said he would let Erec free if Erec gave him the Archives of Alithea. 
But when Erec handed the scroll to him, Baskania captured Erec. There was no 
way he would hold to his word in a "trade." 

Baskania turned his attention to Bethany. He pointed his fingers back at her. 
"Tell me your secret." 

"No!" Erec screamed. "Stop them!" He dove with Patchouli toward the 
bubble, sailing into it full force. 

When Patchouli hit the dragon shield, she bounced off it so hard, Erec went 
flying into the grass. 

Through his watch Erec heard Bethany say, "When you asked the Archives of 
Alithea to tell you the secret of the Final Magic, and where it was hidden"--she 
sounded like she was in a daze--"Erec 
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asked it how old he was at the same time. And it told you both the answers to 
each other's questions. But Jam, the butler, heard both of the answers." 

Erec pulled himself to standing, dizzy and helpless. What could he do? He 
didn't even have a remote control on him. Was there anything around? 

And then the answer came to him. 

Baskania spoke quietly, in shock. "Erec and his butler know where I can learn 
the Final Magic? Do you know too?" Recognition settled over his face. "You 
have the answer, don't you? You know what the scroll told the butler and Erec. 
What did it say?" His voice became harsh. "Where is the secret of the Final 
Magic?" 

"No!" Erec shouted, running toward them. 

Bethany sounded like a robot. "The secret of the Final Magic is hidden in the 
mind of the smallest child of the greatest seer of the first king of Alypium." 


"The smallest child of the greatest seer..." Erec could see Baskania working 
out who that was. "The smallest child. Yes. I knew the key was in something 
small." He cackled with glee. "But you're the smallest child of Ruth Cleary, the 
greatest seer of King Piter. You hold the key I have been looking for all these 
years? You? What amazing luck. And you've delivered yourself to me." 

Laughter like blades of icy steel erupted from his chest until he howled with 
mirth. "Somewhere in you, my dear, lies the Great Secret. You will show me 
how to use the Final Magic. Give me control over everything I desire, life and 
death. And"--he smiled, the comers of his mouth twitching--"if I can't find the 
answers from torturing you alive, I'm sure I can discover them when I remove 
your brain." 

Erec fumbled with the tiny Awen balls on his chain. Which should he pick? 
They were his only hope, whatever they would do. Maybe the yellow one would 
confuse Baskania enough that he could rescue-- 
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But then Erec remembered his own letter to himself. 

Choose the blue Awen ball first. The yellow one would be a disaster. 

He twisted the tiny blue dodecahedron, and its stem cracked off the empty 
glass boar vial. He ran closer and threw it at Baskania. 

White smoke filled the air. At first Erec could not see a thing but white. But 
then his vision became perfectly clear. He could see the Stain boys looking 
around wildly, stumbling and falling. It was obvious they could see nothing. 

Baskania looked around in a rage, blinded. He shouted, "You're still not safe 
from me, Erec Rex!" He pointed in the direction of Bethany and a puff of red 
smoke shot toward her. Erec saw it whiz past her, part of it touching her face. 
Her head fell limp on top of the coils of rope. 

Erec ran toward her and Pi under the cover of the smoke. But Baskania 
opened his palm. Another of his rope coils unwound from it. Erec darted away as 
the rope shot toward him. It did not need to see to know where he was. He 
remembered how these ropes had chased after them in the water when he dove 
into the well of the Oracle. If the Fates had not intervened then, they would 
surely have been caught. 

Erec stumbled back as the rope flew toward him. 

It shot through the air, twisting, ready to capture him. 

His heart sank. Baskania had won. When the fog cleared, he would be tied up 
on the grass with Bethany and Pi. 

But, to Erec's surprise, the rope curved in the air and headed straight for his 
Amulet of Virtues. It dove into the amulet, plummeting inside and disappearing, 
the gold pounding on his chest as it went in. The disc slurped it from the air like 


a strand of spaghetti. 

His amulet had never done this before. But, then again, he now had four 
segments lit up. The king had said it would get more powerful as he progressed. 
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The rope had vanished into his amulet, but Baskania was disappearing and 
reappearing in multiple spots, looking for him. Erec grabbed the rope-bound 
Bethany and Pi, one bundle under each arm, and ran. 

The fog gradually receded as he tore away from the Green House, but it 
covered all of Alypium. It still gave him complete cover as he raced through the 
old castle grounds. Pi was heavy, but Erec felt surges of strength, and his 
adrenaline kept him going until he was inside King Piter's house. 

415 


CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT Old 
Magic 


JAM FOUND A silver knife and cut the ropes off a dazed Pi and sleeping 
Bethany. It was misty in the house, but the fog was not nearly as dense as it was 
outside. The windows looked like someone had painted them white. Erec knew 
he was the only one who could see the trees through it. 

"Thanks." Pi looked him over in wonder. "I'm heavy, kid. Pretty cool you were 
able to carry both of us. How could you see to find us?" 
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"It was a magic thing that let me see you." Erec thought it was better not to 
mention his Awen. The fewer people that knew about them the better. He nudged 
Bethany. He wondered if having dragon powers gave him extra strength, too. 
"Wake up. You're safe now." 

"T'll go get smelling salts," Jam said, "and some bandages for those scrapes, 
Pi." 

But the salts did not even make Bethany's eyelids flicker. Nothing Jam could 
think of would rouse her. 

Erec froze. He had forgotten until now that Baskania had knocked her out. 
The puff of red smoke... 

He felt sick. What had that maniac done to her? Would she be okay? Erec 
huddled on the floor next to the couch where Bethany was lying, keeping watch. 
He was aware that time was passing, but he had no idea how much. Bethany 
would be okay. She had to be. Maybe when King Piter came back he'd know 
what to do. Or they'd take her to the best magic doctor. 

Pi slept on a couch nearby. Finally, at some point, overcome with exhaustion, 


Erec fell asleep. 

Hours later, King Piter appeared, waking Erec and Pi. He looked ragged. "Just 
got back from Avalon. I'm getting a Port-O-Door for the house soon. What's up 
with the fog?" 

Erec noticed the king was not carrying his scepter, and he asked about it. 

"I decided it was best that I don't hold it so much anymore," the king said 
wearily. "It's safely hidden for now." 

Erec told him what had happened outside. "What do you think Baskania did to 
her?" 

The king plopped into a thick chair. "Bethany told Baskania? Now he knows 
where to find the secret of the Final Magic? If he learns that magic, he will 
destroy the world. His power will be out 
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of control." He was horrified. Then his mouth fell open. "Or maybe he doesn't 
know where it is. Either way, we need to protect Bethany from him now, and 
also..." 

"Also?" 

"Never mind. Baskania will come after her, though. That's probably why he 
put the spell on her." 

"Can you tell what kind of spell it is?" Erec asked. 

"I could with the scepter." A look of longing stole over the king's face. "But 
it's best I don't use it. I'd guess it's old magic, though. He'd want to keep her an 
easy target, unable to defend herself, or talk to anyone but him. He won't have 
hurt her memory--that's for sure. He'd want to keep that intact so he could drag 
the secret of the Final Magic out of her." 

Erec shuddered. "How can we wake her up?" 

The king looked worried. "It might not be possible. The reason those old 
spells are still used is they work so well. They're usually based on unsolvable 
riddles. Only a strong emotion could bring her out of the spell, but without 
hearing or understanding anything, she won't be able to have any strong 
emotions. She'll stay buried deep in her haze." He wrung his hands together then 
rubbed his face. "We'll take her to Ippocra Asclep. We'll take her everywhere. I 
just hope someone can find a way." 

Erec saw tears in the king's eyes. It was really that bad? 

The king sniffed. "I loved that girl like a daughter. Really, I can't see her go 
like this." 

"Is there anyone who knows how to fix this?" Erec felt desperate. 

"It's old magic," the king repeated. "She's pretty much Baskania's prisoner. 
She may start to wake up, which is even worse. Then she'll try to find him, like a 


zombie." 

This was not possible. Erec was sick with the thought of her 
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answering only to Baskania. If only he'd gotten there sooner. Why had he 
stumbled? Why couldn't he have seen it coming? It was all his fault. 

"Young sir." Jam walked in to the room. "You can't sit next to that couch 
forever, sir. Would you like me to fix you a cocoa?" 

It didn't seem fair for him to have cocoa if Bethany couldn't enjoy anything. 
She was barely alive. "No, thanks, Jam. I'm fine. Really." 

"All right, young sir." Jam nodded. 

Erec woke up on the floor, holding an uneaten piece of toast Jam had given 
him. He was angry at himself for falling asleep. The king had said Bethany 
needed to be guarded, right? He looked at her, so fragile and helpless, hating 
himself for letting this happen. He hugged his knees to his chest and watched 
her. 

What had the king said about that old deep magic? It was based on riddles. 
Too bad Aoquesth wasn't here. He was good at riddles. Erec smiled to himself. 
Aoquesth wasn't here, but his eyes were. At least he would always be a part of 
Erec. 

Only a strong emotion could bring her out of the spell, but without hearing or 
understanding words she won't be able to have any strong emotions. She'll be 
buried deep in her haze. 

Erec dropped the toast. 

The letter. 

He got on his knees and leaned over Bethany, hoping. This was too strange to 
do. But he had to try. 

Erec's lips touched Bethany's. Her eyelids fluttered. As he kissed her, she 
awoke, and kissed him back. 

It wasn't a bad feeling, actually. For a moment he thought that he'd like to try 
it again, someday, in better circumstances. 

"Erec?" She sat up, confused. "Where are we?" 
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"You're at home, Bethany. You're safe now." 

She smiled at him, then lay down on the couch and fell asleep. 

Light streamed in the windows in the morning. Erec woke up, his side sore 
from sleeping on the wood floor. He'd had a terrible dream, about searching for 
his lost mother in a fog. The dream ended with his old one--the awful memory of 
the father that was not his, the fake memory the Memory Mogul had given him. 

Where was his birth mother, Queen Hesti, now? He knew from the inquizzle 


he asked that she was alive somewhere. What had happened to her? Was she 
with his lost, missing sibling? And what was wrong with his other sibling? He 
would have to find them all, and soon. 

The king and Pi came into the room. Both of them looked devastated. Pi sat 
next to Bethany on the couch and put his hand on her shoulder. "Don't worry, 
sis," he said. "We'll find someone to help you." 

Bethany sat up with a bright smile, and threw her arms around him. "Pi! 
You're all right! How did we get here?" 

The king stepped back. "She's awake? But how..." 

The Hermit appeared in the doorway wearing terry-cloth wraps around his 
waist and head. He did a small dance. "I know. Think of the letter Prince Poo- 
Poo Head wrote to himself." 

The king's jaw dropped. 

Erec felt a little awkward around Bethany the next day, but she seemed all 
smiles. They sat on the front porch. Bits of the agora peeked over their 
manicured lawns. "So," he asked, "you're not upset anymore about King Piter 
being my father?" 

"Naw, I'm used to it," Bethany said. "It just felt like you took the only relative 
I had. I was jealous. My parents are gone. I'm not even 
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related to Bea Cleary, that famous prophetess, which bummed me out. Pi 
travels all the time with his springball team, so I felt all alone. I had to see that 
the king still wanted me around, that's all. And I guess he does." 

"I know he does." Erec smiled. 

"And it doesn't make us brother and sister," she added. 

"No." Erec thought about the kiss. "It does not." 

She laughed. "You know, it's not every girl that gets rescued by a kiss from a 
prince." 

Erec's face turned red. "Let's just...forget about that. Okay?" 

"Okay, Prince Charming," Bethany teased. 

"Great nickname." Erec grimaced. 

"Better than Prince Poo-Poo Head." Pi popped his head out the door, then 
joined them. 

"Oh, I almost forgot to tell you." Erec was glad to change the subject. "I found 
out about that memory I got from the Memory Mogul. The one I used to think 
was my father. It's your memory. I knew the man's voice was familiar. Turns out 
it was Earl's. I guess he was trying to ditch you when you were little, and 
Baskania, his boss, told him you might be useful." 

Bethany stared in wonder. "So they cut a chunk of my memory out and you 


got it?" 

Erec nodded. "It was just a small snip of your memory though. They must 
have taken the rest out before that." 

The three of them stared at the city of Alypium in the distance. The flags on 
the Green House now stood higher than any other building. 

"So," Bethany said. "You've been having my nightmares for me all of these 
years?" 

"I don't know if it works like that." Erec smiled. 

She leaned back on the steps. "Say hi to Danny and Sammy for me when you 
go back." 
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Erec was uneasy. Bethany was out of immediate danger, woken from her 
spell. But Baskania would be hunting for her now that he knew her secret--that 
she held the key to the Final Magic that he wanted so much. Erec wondered how 
Bethany could teach Baskania about the Final Magic since she didn't know 
anything about it herself. Maybe he shouldn't leave her here.... 

Pi winked at him, seeing his discomfort. "Don't worry. King Piter and I will 
keep a good eye on this girl while you're gone, and Wolfboy, too. I hear you're 
heading back for a little break with your sibs?" 

"Yeah." Erec nodded. "And my mom." Regardless of who his birth mother 
was, June would always be his mom. 


EPILOGUE One Thousand Years 


Earlier 


TEN-YEAR-OLD THANATOS ARGUS Baskania saw the long line of 
people waiting outside his grandmother Cassandra's courtyard. Cringing, he 
ducked into her side yard. As soon as his grandmother saw him, she would chide 
him for being late and make him work the rest of the afternoon. And with so 
many people waiting, the healing would take forever. He probably would miss 
dinner, even. If he was lucky, he'd get a little bowl of olives and dates. 
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Best to put off work as long as he could. He knew a great spot in his 
grandmother's yard where she would not see him. He could spend time there 
with his new best friend. 

Cassandra was an iatromantis, a healer-prophet, the only one in 
Constantinople. It wasn't a tradition here as it was in Thessaly, where he had 
been born. But even though there were other iatromantes in Thessaly and the 
other parts of the Empire that had once been Greek, Cassandra was the best. 


Thanatos's grandmother loved that her bloodline was pure Greek. Straight 
through to Plato, she always said. She missed Thessaly, but they were lucky to 
have escaped when they did. Nine years ago she'd known to pick up and move, 
right before Emperor Samuil of Bulgaria attacked. There had been other battles 
before, with the Saracens. And of course, rogue crusaders galloping through. But 
this was the worst, and she had been wise to have gotten them out when she had. 

Constantinople was okay. It was all that Thanatos remembered. His mother, 
Magda, hated it, but she hated most things. At least their emperor, Basil II, "the 
Bulgar Slayer," kept them safe. 

Actually, if not for his grandmother's high expectations, life would have been 
great. He would have spent all his time uninterrupted with his new best friend. 
But his grandmother had decided that he should be an iatromantis, just like her. 
She said he had better natural abilities than anyone she'd ever seen. As if he 
wanted to spend the rest of his life fixing things for one person after the next. 

Not that he wanted to play with other kids anymore. They just didn't get it. 
There were so many things more interesting than playing chase, tossing a ball, or 
throwing a discus around. His new best friend was showing him tricks he had 
never dreamed were possible. If it weren't for his grandmother's obsession with 
healing people, he would have disappeared with his new best friend and never 
come back. 
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He knew he was through with other kids when Junius's father had taken a 
group of them to the hippodrome for the chariot races last Saturnalia, right 
before the Winter Solstice. He had been to the chariot races before, and he was 
excited about going. But this time a new spectacle awaited him. Slaves were 
brought into the arena for a show like the popular one in faraway Rome. They 
were made into gladiators and had to fight lions, other beasts, people with bows 
and arrows, and one another, with or without armor. The fights were gory and 
awful, and it made him sick watching the crowds enjoy them. 

These were the people his grandmother expected him to help day in and day 
out? 

Thanatos found a quiet spot behind some shrubs and relaxed. Time to call his 
new best friend. He had made up a name for her: Life-Song. That's because she 
was everywhere, happy, and he could hear her singing. If he sat very quietly, he 
could feel her presence. 

In a few moments she appeared. He could not see her, but he could sense 
everything about her, and hear her too. She didn't actually talk, but he 
understood what she felt. And when he played with her in his mind, real things 
would happen around him. The other day he pushed a spot in Life-Song, and a 


tree in the distance fell over. He was delighted with this discovery. He knew just 
how he'd done it, just where he'd touched, so he tried it again and again. The tree 
leaped like a frog across the field, making him laugh. He didn't know how to put 
the tree back, but he would figure it out. 

He would figure everything out. He wanted to learn what every bit meant, 
how to make Life-Song his own. 

Today he found a rush of waves coursing through Life-Song that he had not 
noticed before. Interested, he moved them in his mind. It made her sing a shrill, 
sad note. Then somebody screamed in front of the house. 

Sure he had caused whatever it was, he ran to see what had 
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happened. A woman in line had fainted and hit her head on the brick pathway. 
People rushed the woman to his grandmother. Cassandra closed her eyes and put 
her hands over both sides of the woman's face. "She'll be all right." Cassandra 
nodded. "Let her rest under the tree." 

Then she spotted Thanatos and clucked her tongue. "Late again, Thaddy," she 
snipped. "Can't Magda get you out of bed in the morning? Why does she keep 
you in that place, anyway? You two should live here with me." She grabbed the 
back of his shirt and dragged him to his chair at the other end of the courtyard. 
"Look at all these people here waiting on you." 

Yeah, right, Thanatos thought. Live here with you and slave away every 
minute of my day? 

A man approached and bowed, saying his back was bothering him. Sighing, 
Thanatos closed his eyes and rested his hands on the man's back. He could feel 
the area that wasn't right, and he adjusted it in his mind. The man smiled, bowing 
over and over again. "Thank you, Thanatos." 

He was about to drop dead when Cassandra finally took him into her house. 
Everyone had been cured. "You did a good job, Thaddy I can see you're 
improving. But tell me," she said, gripping his shoulder, "what is it you do in my 
side yard every day?" 

Thanatos blushed. "I'm just...experimenting."” He didn't want to explain about 
Life-Song. She was special, for him alone. 

Cassandra leaned down and squinted at him. "You're getting pretty good at 
working with the Substance. Making trees hop, for example. But be careful." 

Thanatos was surprised she knew what he was doing. "What is the 
Substance?" 

"It's all around us. Everywhere. That's what holds life, Thaddy." 
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She handed him a bowl of olives, which he wolfed down. "You can make it do 


things, I know. But you need to stop, okay? Leave it alone. What you need to get 
good at is fixing people. Concentrate on that. Playing with the Substance will 
just make you want more. And you can't do everything, you know." 

"Why not?" Thanatos asked, confused. "I think I can do everything with Life- 
Song...I mean, the Substance. I'm still learning, though." 

"Not everything," she repeated. "Some things are of-limits. And for good 
reason." Her eyes turned hard. "There is something called the Final Magic, 
Thaddy. Lets you do unnatural things. Create life, control people, steer the 
planet. If anyone says they can give it to you, run away." She waved a finger in 
his face. "It is not meant to be in our world. It's a remnant of a time long before 
ours. The Golden Ones had that power. Now only a few of them are left, and 
they are ghosts." 

She leaned toward him and whispered, "I know what's happening, Thaddy. It 
has to stop. Now. I've been having dreams. Not good ones either. Every night I 
see them--the three of them--and I'm battling them." 

"Three who?" He leaned forward, interested. 

"The Fates," his grandmother said. "The dream's about a prophecy, and they 
won't tell me what it is. I fight them each night to find it out, even though when 
I'm awake it's the last thing I want to know. Of course, in reality I couldn't lift a 
finger against those three. But in my dreams, I wrestle them, force the 
information out of them. And last night I finally got it." 

Thanatos waited for her to continue, until he was about to burst. "What did 
they say?" 

"I won't tell you the prophecy," she said, her voice flat. "It was the secret of 
how to get the Final Magic. It's not right, Thaddy. I'm going 
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to take it with me to my grave. And it involved you." She looked at him 
sternly. "You are the one who could learn it someday. But don't. Mark my 
words.” 

"But why would you have those dreams--why would the Fates tell you--if it's 
such a bad thing?" he asked. 

His grandmother turned on him fiercely. "Because you've gotten too close 
with the Substance. It's never known a person before as a friend. I think it loves 
you. It wants you to have the Final Magic so you can know its deepest secrets." 
She clucked her tongue. "It doesn't see yet how that could never, ever work. The 
Substance has been giving me these dreams, Thaddy, because of you. Now, call 
it off." 

Thanatos squirmed with delight. Life-Song wanted him to have the Final 
Magic, to know everything? She loved him. Who needed anyone else? 


A breeze wafted in and blew a small piece of paper out of Cassandra's pocket. 
It spun in the air and dropped onto the floor. Thanatos picked it up and read, It's 
hidden in the smallest-- 

"What's hidden?" he asked, looking up sharply. "The Final Magic? Is it hidden 
in something small?" 

Cassandra ripped the paper from his hand, her face white. "That is not the 
prophecy. It's just a note I jotted. Now go to bed." 

She stormed away, leaving Thanatos with a dreamy smile. 
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AFTERWORD 


COLONY COLLAPSE DISORDER (CCD), or the case of the missing 
honeybees, is not fictional, unfortunately. Millions of bees have vanished from 
all around the world in the past few years. Between 80 and 90 percent of the 
U.S. commercial beehives are empty, with similar findings throughout Europe, 
South America, and parts of the Far East. 

Honeybees have met with tough times in the past, fighting diseases and losing 
their habitat. But now bees are simply flying away and vanishing without a trace. 
No bodies are lying on the ground, like with past bee problems. They are just up 
and leaving. 

Nobody knows why this is happening, but if the situation does not change, it 
may cause serious ecological problems. A third of U.S. crops, such as apples, 
pears, cherries, melons, strawberries, and nearly a hundred fruits, vegetables, and 
nuts around the world are dependent on honeybee pollination. Bees are an 
important part of our food chain. What would life be like without them? Would 
other species die off as a result? What would a trip to the grocery store be like? 
Luckily, so far, we haven't had to find out. 

Of course, there has been much research and guesswork as to 
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what is going on. Assuming that Substance leaking out of Upper Earth isn't 
the cause of Colony Collapse Disorder, scientists are pointing fingers in several 
directions. Mites carrying viruses may be a part of the problem. Others think the 
bees are affected by pesticides on the plants or by genetically modified crops. In 
fact, bees are often fed high-fructose corn syrup in the winter months. Beyond 
the implications of giving them a substance we know is unhealthy, and which 
may pass through into their honey, the high-fructose corn syrup itself is often 
made with genetically modified corn. Some beekeepers have even been found 
using sodium cyanide, illegally, in their apiaries, to get rid of pests. 


Stress on the hives may be a part of the puzzle. Bees get trucked from city to 
city in the United States. Tons are shipped into California each November to 
pollinate the almond tree groves. Some hives get moved ten times a year, from 
apples to oranges to peaches, which is not easy on them. Droughts affect them as 
well. 

Some people even wonder if the world's extensive cell phone network is 
causing the bees to get "lost," the radiation from the phone towers interfering 
with the bees' navigation systems. Reportedly, studies show that putting cell 
phones on hives keeps bees away. But how much this has to do with the problem 
is unknown. 

It's possible that Colony Collapse Disorder is caused by a mix of all of the 
above problems together. Maybe our honeybees are giving up on us and moving 
to greener pastures that only they know about. 

Of interest, the Mid-Atlantic Apiculture Research and Extension Consortium 
recommended that beekeepers feed their bees an antibiotic, Fumagillin, for 
fungal infections, in case it might have something to do with their disappearance. 

Reportedly, organic bee farms, which do not put chemicals, cyanide, or 
pesticides in their hives, or give their bees antibiotics or high-fructose corn 
syrup, have not been touched by Colony Collapse 
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Disorder. They are also required to have plenty of forage area that has no 
pesticides or genetically modified crops. Just something to think about. 

Maybe the Substance is stronger on organic farms. That's the answer I tend to 
go with. 

--Kaza 
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BOOK ONE Alecto the Angry 


ET US GET one thing straight. I don't care how nice you act. I don't care how 
many wonderful things you think you have done in your life. I don't even want to 
hear about how much you admire me, or watch you kiss the ground that I have 
walked on. No matter how much you try to appeal to me, I will always, 
completely and irrevocably, hate your very existence. 

I want to make that fact very clear. I cannot stand you. I despise you. And I 
cannot wait until the day when I can sink my sharp claws into your flesh and rip 
all of you to shreds. 

I won't ask you to understand me. Nobody does. The burdens I bear are far 
beyond your simple human comprehension. But let it suffice to say 2 that Iam 
miserable, and that is making me furious. Which makes me even more upset. 
Because I've been so head-splittingly angry for so long that the mere thought of 
my anger just enrages me even more. 


I have been locked away here for an eternity. I have been mistreated. My very 
own sisters have made my life more of a misery than you could ever imagine. So, 
if you have any sense at all, when I finally do get out of here and come after you, 
don't try to run, or think you'll get away. Oh, and don't try to feel good about it, 
like your death is helping things somehow. Beyond that first moment of 
satisfaction for me, it will just be a meaningless waste. 

That's the way life is. Get used to it. 

Now, pardon me while I go and scream. 
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PROLOGUE 


OR JUST A fraction of a second, Bethany Cleary's head bobbed from 
exhaustion. But before sleep could sneak one pajamaed toe into the bedsheets of 
her consciousness, an electric shock jolted her painfully into alertness. If she had 
a voice, she would have screamed. But that had been stolen--along with her 
freedom. 

So, instead, she settled on watching the screen. Before her, her entire life was 
being played like a movie in fast motion. Little things 
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that she had long forgotten--stubbed toes, birthday parties--were dredged out 
for all to see. 

Every part of her body ached from sitting still at this desk for so long. She 
couldn't move, though, because her hands were chained tightly to the chair arms. 
Her head throbbed from exhaustion, and from the strange metal clamps that dug 
into her scalp. How long had she been a prisoner here? Weeks? Months? With 
her mind controlled by someone else, her thoughts projected on a screen, it was 
impossible to say. 

Her captor wanted her uncomfortable. She was freezing, starving, and the 
little sleep she was allowed was spent chained to this desk. That gave more 
incentive for her to talk if she was holding anything back--as if she wouldn't 
have told him whatever he wanted just to get out of here. 

Well, almost anything. There was one person whom she would die to protect. 

How old was she on the screen now? About eight years? That left only six 
more years of her life for her captor to sift through and then he'd be done. But 
that was the worst part of all. Because if he didn't find what he was looking for 
by then, she would not be set free. 

No, unfortunately, it was quite the opposite. 
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CHAPTER ONE Letters in Pie 


HERE ARE TERRIFYING monsters in our world, like the Grumbleswitch of 
Alexia and the frightful Minotaur. There are beautiful places, too, like Smoolie 
in Otherness, which is so delightful you can feel the butterflies of disbelief 
fluttering in your stomach when you first arrive. There are sweet things, like the 
Valkyries in Lerna who spend their lives happily serving the families who grew 
them from seeds. 
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But there is nothing in the universe that is more annoying than being teased 
again and again by a sibling. And again. And again. And again. 

Except maybe being teased by two siblings. 

Erec Ulysses Rex should have been having a wonderful time at home in New 
Jersey. It was like having a vacation in his own house. He had been away for 
months doing quests to become the next king of Alypium. That was the hidden 
land where he had been born, where magic was still known and practiced. Now 
he was enjoying a well-earned break. His adoptive mother, June, had been 
cooking his favorite meals since he came home last month. And he didn't even 
have to go to school, like his five siblings did. When he returned to Alypium he 
would meet with a tutor instead--a tutor who taught magic. Really, he should 
have been enjoying himself now, in every way. 

But Erec had no such luck. When his five siblings were in school he was 
bored beyond belief. With his mother working, there was nobody for him to talk 
to. And when his brothers and sisters did come home, things only seemed to get 
worse. Danny and Sammy, his twin brother and sister who were adopted like the 
rest of the kids, seemed to know exactly the wrong things to say. Or, more like, 
the right things to make him furious. And when Erec's face turned red it was just 
an invitation for Danny to dish out some more. 

They teased him about being "special," becoming a king, and getting spoiled 
at home. But those things weren't a big deal to Erec. It was the other thing that 
they kept bringing up that tormented him--a thing that was already torturing him 
inside. It was the very reason he was staying in New Jersey, bored and teased, 
instead of returning to Alypium to finish more of his quests. 

That thing was Bethany, his best friend in the world. She had 
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traveled with him from New York into wild unknown places that they had 
never thought existed. She was smart and funny and a lot of fun. Beyond that, 
she really understood him. She knew what it was like to be different. In fact, she 
was the only other person Erec knew who had grown up in Upper Earth but later 


learned that she had been born in Alypium. 

The problem was, right before he came home, he had done something to 
completely ruin their friendship. Well, maybe he had ruined it. Erec still wasn't 
sure from all the snail mail letters she was sending to him. 

He had kissed her. 

Really, it wasn't as bad as it sounded. He had to kiss her to save her from a 
deathly enchantment that Baskania, the evil Sorcerer Prince, had put on her. But 
he had liked kissing her. A lot. So much that it was really starting to bother him. 
Kissing was not what he had in mind, not as far as his best friend was concerned. 

Bethany seemed to be handling their kiss better than he was. At first her 
letters seemed totally normal, just chatting about Erec's dog, Wolfboy, that she 
was watching in Alypium for him. Then she started asking when Erec was 
coming back, then why he wasn't returning her letters. Erec wanted to write 
back. He was just confused about what to say. And the longer he had waited, the 
harder it seemed to pick up a pen. How would he explain why he had been 
ignoring her? 

Part of Erec wanted things to be just like they were, when they were only 
good friends. And another part was terribly afraid that things really were the 
same, and they were still only friends, and nothing more. If he could just sort out 
his own head about things, and if the twins would leave him alone about it, 
maybe he could find a way to write her back and explain. 

It had not seemed this bad right after, when Bethany and he were together, in 
person. Just a little embarrassing, but no big deal. But 
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being away from her and dealing with his crazy, mixed-up thoughts was 
making it worse. 

Erec shrank back into the overstuffed chair in the living room of their small 
apartment and dug his chin into his fist. He'd have to write her back soon. He 
didn't want her to think that he was mad at her. If he only knew what she thought 
about the whole kiss thing, it would help... . 

The family's coat rack had been watching him and decided it was time to try 
cheering him up. The coat rack was, in nearly every sense, alive--as were the 
alarm clock, toaster, and toothbrush that Erec's mother had bought from a 
magical store called Vulcan. The coat rack skipped on its short legs into the 
middle of the room juggling four winter hats and a mitten. The act was 
surprisingly good, but Erec just crossed his arms. He had seen this performance 
so many times this winter that even the coat rack's best efforts couldn't make him 
smile anymore. The thing tried to toss the hats farther and skip higher, until it 
finally tripped, crashing into the couch and throwing hats all over the room. 


From the hallway came the sounds of feet running and the apartment door 
slamming. Erec quickly grabbed a book that he had already finished and 
pretended that he was reading. 

Danny burst into the room first, running a hand through his sandy brown hair. 
He was getting taller by the day, and he towered over Erec even though they 
were both almost fourteen. 

"Woo-hoo!" Danny shouted, and plopped himself on the arm of Erec's chair. 
He tossed a frightened-looking snail into Erec's lap. "You got another snail mail 
thing. It was sitting outside near the front step. Looks like it's from lover girl 
again. Let's see it, dude." 

Sammy came in after him, a slender girl-version of her twin, with long hair 
pulled into a bow in back. 

Erec stuffed the snail into his pocket. "As if. The last time I was 
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stupid enough to open one of these in front of you, I heard about it for weeks. 
He was relieved that the snails gave their letters only to the people they were 
sent to. The only problem was that Danny and Sammy seemed to be experts at 
finding his letters no matter where he put them. 

Danny winked at him. "I understand. It's obviously true love, or you wouldn't 
need to hide anything." He grinned. "Ah, the secrets you two must have... ." 

Erec bit his lip, trying to keep himself from whipping the letter out of the snail 
just to prove Danny wrong--which, of course, was exactly what Danny wanted. 
Danny would find something in the letter to make fun of. Something small that 
Erec wouldn't have even noticed. And then Erec would start to wonder what that 
little thing meant. Which Danny probably knew would happen. Which was 
making everything going on in Erec's head worse and worse. 

Sammy walked over, swinging her backpack around before dropping it on a 
chair. She bowed low to Erec, nearly touching her head to her knees. "King 
Erec," she said when she stood. "I understand your queen has sent you another 
love letter." 

Erec scowled at her. "Give it a rest, Sammy. Just because you don't have a 
boyfriend, you don't need to be all over my case." 

Sammy's face lit up. "Did you hear that, Danny? He admitted it! That's the 
first time he admitted he was Bethany's boyfriend." She smiled at him. "We're 
making progress." 

"Ugh!" Erec dropped his head into his hands. "I didn't say that at all." 

There was only one thing he could do to get rid of them. It was a cheap trick, 
but it worked every time. He looked up at the twins with a grin, and played with 
his eyes. 
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Erec had once had a dragon friend named Aoquesth. The dragon 
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had given him both of his eyes before he died saving Erec in a battle. They 
had been attached to the back of Erec's own eyes by a magician-surgeon. In the 
beginning it had been hard for Erec to swivel his eyes in their sockets so that his 
dragon eyes faced out, but after practicing at home, rotating his eyes had now 
become second nature. 

Sammy backed away, knowing what was coming. She hid her face with her 
hand. "Oh, no..." 

But Danny wasn't expecting it. Erec rolled his eyes up and up until he saw all 
the way into the darkness of their sockets. Seconds later his dragon eyes 
emerged into view. The room looked bright green as he looked up through the 
slitlike pupils. He rolled them slowly to the left until he was looking into 
darkness again, and then from the right his normal eyes appeared. 

Danny watched him a moment, trembling. Then he walked away with a 
queasy look on his face. 

Erec smiled. It was a cool thing to be able to do. And a darn shame that he had 
to hide it from the other kids in New Jersey. Wouldn't it be fun to get a reaction 
from someone that had never seen magic? 

Heck, even people who knew all about magic would probably scream if they 
saw him do that. He was the only one ever to have a dragon eye, let alone two. 

The only person who didn't seem to mind watching him roll his eyes around 
was his adopted brother Trevor. Redheaded Trevor, nine years old, sat down by 
Erec's feet on the floor and looked up, watching with a quiet reverence. Trevor 
had his own way of looking at the world. He didn't speak much, and most people 
thought he didn't understand what was going on. But every now and then he 
would pop up with some amazing statement that showed he not only got it, but 
he was quite brilliant. 
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Once Danny and Sammy went into the kitchen, Erec pulled the snail out of his 
pocket and slid out a long slip of white paper. Bethany's handwriting was 
scrawled on it. It looked like she wrote it in a hurry. 

Erec, 

I hope you are okay. I'm really starting to get worried that something is 
wrong. Are you angry at me? I hope you don't mind that I e-mailed your mother. 
I thought that maybe you were missing or that something horrible happened to 
you. But she said you were fine. 

So why aren't you writing me back? Did I do something wrong? If so, please 
tell me so we can get over this. I really don't understand. 


Like I said before, you should come back here soon. I've been getting these 
weird ideas in my head. Something is telling me that I need to leave this house 
and go find Baskania. I know it sounds crazy, but I'm having a harder time 
resisting it. Something is making me want to go, bad. I have a feeling that if I do 
go, I'll find him easily, too. 

But what will I do if I do find him? I mean, I'm supposed to be hiding from 
him. I know that. Maybe if I found him, I could talk to him and that would make 
everything better. Oh, I don't know. None of it makes sense. 
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Anyway, I'm sure if you were here I would know the right thing to do. I miss 
you! 

Your friend, 

Bethany 

Erec's heart sank when he read the letter. He had not been a good friend at all. 
Now was the time to write her back. So what if he was confused about things 
and didn't know what he wanted? He could just keep that all to himself. 

He stuffed the paper back into his pocket when the twins walked back into the 
room. What was she talking about, though? Wanting to find Baskania? That was 
crazy. The evil Shadow Prince, Baskania, wanted to capture her. He was 
convinced, from a prophecy he had heard, that Bethany held the secret that 
would let him learn the Final Magic. With that power he would have ultimate 
control over life and death. Just what Baskania didn't need. 

Erec's father, King Piter of Alypium, had assured him that Bethany would be 
safe in his house, as long as she didn't leave. Her older brother, Pi Cleary, would 
be there too, to watch over her. But Bethany knew better than to leave. What was 
coming over her? She wasn't making this up just to get him to come back, was 
she? She was probably beyond frustrated that Erec never answered her letters. 
But no... Bethany would never make things up like this. 

Danny pulled a paper out of his pocket and read it, a funny look on his face. 
"Weird. Check this out, guys." 

Sammy looked at the letter, then sat down on the couch and stared at it harder. 
"T've never seen anything like this. It looks like it's written in ... pie." 
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"That's what I was thinking," Danny said. He sat next to her and stared at the 
paper. "Blueberry pie, actually." 

"Uh-huh." Sammy nodded. "I thought it was boysenberry, but you're right. It's 
blueberry. How did it get in your pocket?" 

"No clue. Someone must have slipped it in without me noticing." 

Erec's curiosity got the better of him. "What are you guys talking about?" He 


sat on the other side of Sammy and looked. Symbols covered the page, and they 
seemed sloppily drawn in a purplish mess, as if someone actually had dipped a 
stick into a pie and wrote with it. "Maybe this was drawn with some kind of dye 
... ora falling-apart marker, maybe." 

Both Danny and Sammy looked at him like he was crazy. "It's pie," Danny 
said. "That's pretty obvious. But what worries me is what it says." He leaned the 
note toward Erec, a concerned look on his face. 

Sammy nodded, but Erec only stared harder at the page. He had no idea why 
they thought it was obvious that this was written in pie--and no clue what it said. 
The symbols made no sense at all. "You guys understand this?" 

"You don't?" Sammy said. "It's pretty clear. I'm hoping it's a sick joke." 

Danny raised an eyebrow. "What's not to understand here? Maybe true love 
has finally gotten to your brain." 

Erec grabbed the paper and studied it. The smudges looked like a thick, messy 
exclamation point, followed by a pattern of small smears and then an upside- 
down rainbow and a small handprint. After that was a box completely filled in 
with blueberry pie filling, or whatever the note was made with. 

"Guys, I'm thinking this is just a bunch of stains. Someone probably used this 
paper instead of a napkin." 

Danny lowered his eyebrows at Erec. "Don't be a dope. This is as simple as a 
message with an eye, a heart, and the letter U. I love you. 
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You know, like your girlfriend writes you in her letters." 

Erec swallowed down the anger brought up by that comment. "All right, then. 
What does this thing say?" 

Sammy looked at him strangely, as if he really should know already. She 
pointed at each blotch in order. "This footprint is smudged, showing that 
someone was running. It says we must run away. Then the splattered pie after it 
says 'Be careful,’ like someone got a pie in their face." 

"What?" Erec was incredulous. "How can you tell that is pie in someone's 
face? It looks like rain to me." 

"Rain?" Danny looked as amazed as Erec. "This is totally obvious. The frowns 
and the handprint say there are bad men coming to capture us. And the dark box 
says go hide, right away." 

"Eeew--kay." Erec raised his eyebrows, but the twins were too caught up in 
the letter to notice. 

"This isn't funny," Sammy said. "Is someone trying to scare us?" 

"I don't know." Danny went to look out of a window. When he didn't see 
anything unusual he sat back down. "There's nothing we can do. Just keep an eye 


out for other strange things, I guess." 

Neither of them looked happy. In a moment the door opened and Nell came in 
with her walker. "Hey, Erec. I found a snail mail for you outside by the front 
step." 

Another one? Erec went and got it from her. Who could this be from? He was 
too curious to wait to open it this time. Could Bethany have written back so 
soon? 

Erec, 

Something is really wrong with me. It's getting harder and harder for me to 
stay in the house. I'm really fighting it, but I have to go out and try to find 15 
Baskania. I don't know what's making me do it, but I don't think I can control it 
anymore. 

If I do go, I'm going to take a bunch of snails and paper with me so I can let 
you know where I am. 

Don't worry, I have a feeling everything will be okay. 

Bethany 

Erec gulped. Everything would not be okay. Had she gone crazy? He grabbed 
some paper and wrote her back. 

Bethany, 

Do not, I repeat, do not go out of the house. You would be in terrible danger. I 
don't know why you want to go find Baskania. He'd capture you right away. 

Just talk to King Piter about it. I'll try to come soon. 

And sorry for not writing back sooner. I was just being stupid. 

Erec 

If he only had his mother's magical Seeing Eyeglasses. They let the wearer see 
and talk to the person they missed the most, so he could get in touch with 
Bethany right away. 
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He had no sooner given the letter to the snail when a crash resounded. Bits of 
sparkling glass shot through the room. A silver baton with glittering blue ends 
had been thrown through the window and hit the wall not far from where Erec 
stood. 

"What's this?" Danny picked up the baton. A paper was tied to it with string. 
He unfolded it and grew pale. 

"What is it?" Sammy took it from his hand. Erec saw more smudges on the 
paper, like the one before, except this time they were brown. "It says, 'Get away 
now. You are in danger.’ This one is written in chocolate cream pie." 

"Are you sure that's what it says?" Erec asked. 

Sammy shot him an annoyed glance. "Of course. I think we should call Mom. 


Someone threw this in here, and they must still be outside." 

Danny and Erec looked out the broken window, but they saw nobody on the 
lawn. Trevor appeared behind them and pointed. "Look." 

"What?" Erec didn't see anything. 

"It's another snail. I bet it's for you." 

Erec rushed out and scooped the small creature up. In a flash he pulled a 
crumpled paper from its thin, flat shell. 

Erec, 

I had to go out. I'm being careful, don't worry. I just wanted to let you know. 

I have more snails with me. If anything happens I'll let you know. 

Bethany 
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Erec smacked his head. No! He had to get to Alypium fast and find her. As he 
ran back inside, though, there was another crash. 

A red ball shattered another window. Everyone looked afraid to pick it up. 
Finally, Danny went over to it and pulled a note off of the ball. "It says, 'Get 
away from your apartment immediately, or you will be captured. Run." He 
closed his eyes a moment. "I'm not sure if we should believe this note. At least 
Zoey is safe at day care until Mom picks her up." 

Danny picked up the phone and called their adoptive mother, June, on her cell 
phone, and told her what happened. She told them to call the local police station, 
which was a few blocks away, and see if an officer would come pick them up. 
She would meet them at the station. 

Trevor tapped Erec on the shoulder and pointed out the window. There, 
unmistakably, was another snail shell sitting on the grass. 

Erec gasped. Whether or not crazy people were throwing things into their 
apartment, nothing was going to keep him away from this letter. Trembling, he 
ran outside to pick it up. 

Erec, 

Sorry. I must be worrying you. I know I'm being an idiot. I just have to let you 
know I decided to go to the Green House, where President Inkle lives. I don't 
know why, but I'm sure Baskania is there, and he is waiting for me. 

I wanted to let you know where I was in case anything happened. 
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If it does, I am forever sorry. 

Your best friend, 

Bethany 

Erec ran back inside, torn between fear and anger. How could she do this? She 
knew better. It was like walking into sure death. How could he stop her? 


Then, all of a sudden, he stumbled across the floor. The room was spinning. 
He grabbed onto a wall to steady himself. 

A scene flashed through his mind like a short movie: 

B ethany wandered in through the front doors of the G reen H ouse, a blank 
look on her face. F ive paces into the building a tall man grabbed her by the arm 
and pulled her forward. S he did not resist. 

T hanatos B askania stood at the other end of the room, laughing. T all and 
imposing in his flowing black pin-striped cloak, he smirked at B ethany. T hree 
eyes glared from his forehead and one from each cheek. " L et her go, M auvis. S 
he'll come to me on her own--won't you, my dear? I see you are right on time." 

M auvis let go, and B ethany continued straight toward B askania, looking 
confused. 

B askania pointed at her slowly, eyes narrowing. A puff of smoke shot from his 
finger, and... 
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The vision faded. 

Erec looked down at his hands, where dragon scales had appeared. They were 
now fading away. It had happened to him again. He had just had another cloudy 
thought. 
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CHAPTER TWO The Dumpling 


Invasion 


VER SINCE HE could remember, strange commands, which Erec called 
cloudy thoughts, would come over him in times of crisis. They forced him to do 
what they said. Even if he tried to resist, he could not. Everybody from the 
Kingdoms of the Keepers had some type of unusual gift, and this was his. 

After the eyes of Aoquesth the dragon had been attached to the back of his 
own, Erec's cloudy thoughts had changed. They 
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became more intense. He would get visions first, before the commands. They 
were like movies showing him what would happen next if he did not change 
things. This was because the dragon eyes could show him the future. 

What also happened now when he got cloudy thoughts was even stranger. His 
whole body changed. Scales appeared on his skin, and he turned green. He had 
even breathed fire before and sprouted wings and flown into the sky. It was 
weird, and a little scary, like he was actually turning into a dragon. He hoped it 
would not keep getting worse. 


But never, ever, had he experienced anything like the vision he had just seen. 
His chest tightened as he thought about it until it was hard to breathe. Bethany 
had been captured by Baskania! Before this time, his cloudy thoughts had 
always told him how to stop the bad things he saw from happening. But this time 
the vision ended abruptly. The image of Bethany had flashed into his head and 
then it was gone like a puff of smoke. There were no commands. How was he 
supposed to fix things? 

Danny, Sammy, Trevor, and Nell were staring at him. 

Danny was the first to come out of his shock. "Dude, that was really freaky. 
You know that?" 

Erec nodded, unable to talk. All he could think of was Bethany. He slumped 
down against the wall and sat on the floor, then dropped his head into his hands. 

"Are you okay?" Sammy sat next to him and put her arm around him. 

Nell came closer with her walker and leaned over it toward him. "Did 
changing like that scare you?" 

"No." Erec's voice sounded squeaky. "It's Bethany. She. . ." He had to bite on 
his tongue to keep from losing it, but it didn't work for long. Hot tears 
overflowed his lids and spilled down his cheeks. He couldn't say it. Bethany was 
in terrible danger. Or maybe even dead. 
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Now everyone looked more worried. "What happened?" Sammy said. "Did 
you get a vision of Bethany? What did your cloudy thought tell you to do?" 

Erec sniffed and wiped his face with his sleeve. "There is nothing I can do. It's 
too late." He put his head into his arm so that nobody could see him crying. How 
could he have let this happen? She was his best friend. He was such an idiot. He 
hadn't even answered her letters. Why was he so completely stupid? 

He could tell from the short vision he had that Baskania must have bewitched 
her to come to him. If he had just gone back earlier, like Bethany had wanted 
him to, he could have stopped this from happening somehow. 

But he had been too worried about his idiotic feelings to be there protecting 
her. 

Something crashed through the window and hit him on the head. It was 
gloppy and sticky, sliding down his check like a slug. He peeled it off and wiped 
his face on his sleeve. The thing in his hand looked and smelled like a big, oily 
dumpling. It had another note tied on to it. 

Danny unwrapped the note and showed it to Sammy. "Look, it's the same 
symbol language. This one is saying that our old babysitter will meet us and help 
us hide. We just have to go outside and she'll take care of us." 

"Old babysitter? I wonder who that could be. But thank goodness someone is 


helping,” Sammy said. "Let's go find her." 

Erec's mind was spinning, but he could still process what Sammy just said. 
"Are you crazy? Has everyone gone completely nuts? First Bethany is walking 
into mortal danger on purpose, and now you!" He immediately felt bad that he 
had blamed Bethany for going to Baskania. She had obviously been put under a 
spell. But what was Sammy's excuse? "Don't you realize these people are trying 
to tempt us to go outside? They are probably the ones after us to begin with. 
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Which old babysitter is it, anyway? If it was someone trustworthy, they would 
come knock like a normal person." 

Sammy looked at the paper, frowning. "It's really strange, though. I can tell by 
this writing that this person is trustworthy. Don't you think so, Danny? I think 
that it's our old sitter, Mrs. Smith. Even though she was a bit odd, she must be 
trying to help us." 

Danny nodded. "I know. It's weird to me, too. I remember her as being awful. 
But there's something about these symbols. It seems like I can read more into 
them than just what they say. This person is telling us the truth." 

Erec almost screamed. "Has it ever occurred to you this is just a trap? A spell 
put on those notes to make you think that way? I can't even read them. Maybe 
they're just bewitching the two of you." He grabbed the note from Sammy's hand 
and handed it to Nell. "Do you understand this?" 

Nell shook her head and giggled nervously. "Uh, it just looks like a bunch of 
scribbles written in . . . is this written in blood?" 

"No," Danny rolled his eyes. "It's in strawberry rhubarb pie. Can't you tell?" 

"Um ...no." Nell handed the paper back to Erec with an eyebrow raised. 

Erec held the paper before Trevor. "What about you? Any luck with this?" 

Trevor studied it a minute. It looked like he was making calculations in his 
head. In fact, it seemed sure that he would soon come up with an interpretation, 
but then he shook his head. "It's a language. See the patterns? But I don't know 
what it says." 

"Okay, guys," Erec said, "let's call the police. It's too dangerous to go outside. 
Someone is waiting for us out there." 

"Erec," Sammy explained patiently. "Of course someone is waiting. It's our 
old babysitter Mrs. Smith out there. Don't you remember 
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her? She was a little weird, but not a maniac or anything. She just wants to 
help us." 

Erec remembered Mrs. Smith very well. The only time he had seen her before 
was the morning after his mother had been kidnapped by Baskania's servants. 


She was probably one of them. 

He felt dazed. Part of him wanted to run as fast as he could to Alypium and try 
to find Bethany, but it had to be too late. He had to keep everyone safe here. 
Danny and Sammy were affected by those notes somehow. It was up to Erec to 
make sure they didn't do anything crazy. If he could only ignore his heart tearing 
to pieces over Bethany... 

"Look." He got up and started to pace near the door. "Let's just think things 
over logically. Okay? We can't leave this place with crazy people outside that are 
throwing rocks through our windows. Mrs. Smith is the least trustworthy person 
I can think of. Okay?" 

Danny and Sammy looked at one another, exasperated. "It's not safe in here," 
Sammy said. "Those letters were clear. We have help out there. We need to go 
now." She linked her arm around Trevor's and tried to wave Nell toward the 
door. Trevor and Nell didn't look excited about leaving. 

Erec blocked the doorway. "Nobody is going anywhere." Reasoning with 
them wasn't going to work. He would have to use force. But Danny might 
overpower him. 

Everyone stood still, watching one another. Tension surged through the room. 
Nell slowly walked next to Erec, swinging her walker around to face the room. 
She might not have been strong, but it felt good to have something big and metal 
blocking the door. 

Loud knocks pounded on the door at his back. The vibrations hammered 
through his spine. A familiar voice, like a rake scraping through gravel, called 
out, "Open up, Sorry. Danny and Sammy, are you okay in there?" 
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Erec remembered that Mrs. Smith had thought his name was Sorry. It was 
obviously her. 

Sammy shouted, "We're fine. We'll come out in a second," and hurried to the 
door. 

Nell held up her walker, and Trevor stood at her side. The door started to 
shake behind them. Danny was trying to reach for the doorknob. 

Erec shoved Trevor in front of the doorknob instead. "Hold on to it for dear 
life, Trev. I'll be right back." 

Erec ran into his mother's room and madly fished through her drawers. He 
found what he was looking for under a blanket. It looked like a small silver ring, 
but it was the Substance Channel, an item his mother had bought from that 
magical store called Vulcan. It could transport people anywhere. All they had to 
do was concentrate on where they wanted to go. 

He took the Substance Channel out of its box and rubbed it in his hands like 


he had seen his mother do. Soon it glowed with a greenish light. More rattling 
and shouts came from the front door. He had to hurry. 

How had his mother made this ring big enough to climb through? She had 
pulled it somehow. Erec latched his fingers around the ring and tugged--it grew 
wide. The metal was soft and sparkly now, and stretched easily in his hands. It 
opened into a huge hoop. Sparks of electricity shot from it, jolting him so that he 
had to pull his hands away. Still, it hung in the air on its own. 

The commotion in the living room was growing louder. Stomping and urgent 
shouts carried down the hall. Mrs. Smith sounded like she was coming inside. 

Erec took a breath. The Substance Channel started to spin so fast that the air 
whirling around it blew his hair back. He had to get everyone in here fast before 
it was too late. 
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He ran into the living room but stopped short. Mrs. Smith's round frame filled 
the entryway. A sickly white powder made her look ghostly, and her generous 
cheeks were decorated with sharp circles of bright red makeup. Black hair was 
slicked tightly down each side of her face, meeting under her fourth chin and 
giving her face the shape of a wobbly heart. Thick layers of toothpaste-blue eye 
shadow encased her narrow eyes. She was eating a handful of what looked like 
the same greasy dumplings that had been thrown through their window. 

After polishing off the last dumpling, she wiped her slick hands on her bright 
yellow overcoat, stepped forward, and grabbed Sammy's and Danny's wrists in 
her thick paws. Erec was amazed to see that neither of them struggled. Trevor, 
however, began to kick at one of her staunch legs. Mrs. Smith did not seem to 
notice. 

Also in the room were two other very unusual-looking people. A skinny man 
who looked about seven feet tall was juggling some small balls--at least they 
looked small compared to his hands. Half of his shocking red hair was slicked 
down onto his head with thick grease. The other half had escaped its oiled jail, 
standing a foot above his head and sprouting wild curls in all directions. 

The other man was short and normal-looking--except for the tall top hat on his 
head and the huge wooden barrel that he wore, hanging with thick straps over his 
shoulders so only his head, arms, and feet were poking out. 

Erec had to get his siblings away from them. He hooked Nell's arm over his 
shoulder and grabbed her waist, picking up her and her walker. "C'mon, Trevor. 
And Danny? Sammy? Could you come here a minute?" 

"Not now, Erec." Danny sounded annoyed. "It's dangerous here. Okay?" 

"That's right, Sorry," Mrs. Smith snapped. "It's time you got the message, and 
scrambled like an egg." 
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The man in the barrel nodded. "Tha's right, kid. You best listen to Dumpling 
here, if you knows what's best for ya." 

Dumpling? Mrs. Smith's name was Dumpling? Well, it did seem to fit. "You 
guys," Erec said, smiling like their best brother, "this will just take one minute. 
Please, come into Mom's room. We need to take some things with us before we 
go." 

Danny and Sammy didn't answer, but just stood there as if they were unsure 
what to do. Nell and Trevor, however, jumped toward him, wanting to get away 
from the visitors. He helped Nell down the hall into his mother's room, and 
Trevor followed. The Substance Channel had stopped spinning. Now it hung 
still, suspended in the air. A green light pulsed from it. Nell and Trevor looked 
into the blackness inside, eyes wide. 

But he had to get Danny and Sammy. Erec could hear them explaining to 
Dumpling Smith that they couldn't leave without Erec, Trevor, and Nell. She was 
arguing with them. So Dumpling only wanted the twins? Erec panicked. He had 
to get them away from her. Trevor helped steady Nell in front of the Substance 
Channel, and Erec sped back into the room, just as Mrs. Dumpling Smith was 
trying to drag the twins out the door. 

This time they were struggling, trying to make her understand. Sammy pulled 
back against the door frame. "We can't leave our brothers and sister here. We 
have to protect them, too!" 

"There is no time for them," Mrs. Smith said. "We must get you to safety 
quickly." 

The huge woman and her two friends could easily overpower Erec. He 
glanced at the coat rack for help, giving it a shrug. "C'mon, guys. Please. You 
left all your important stuff in Mom's room. You can come right back, okay?" 

"All right." Danny yanked his arm out of Mrs. Smith's grip. "We'll be right 
back." 
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Mrs. Smith looked suspicious as she watched the twins walk away. "What is 
that Sorry up to? We better check." She got up to follow them and nodded to her 
friends to come along. Her girth filled the hallway in front of the tall man, and 
the man in the barrel closed in behind him, leaving little room for his wide 
strides. 

"Hurry up, guys!" Erec tore ahead to his mother's room, and Danny and 
Sammy followed him. He was amazed at how fast Mrs. Smith was. She would 
never let them climb into the Substance Channel. 

Dumpling Smith was closing in on them. But right when it seemed hopeless, 


the coat rack threw itself down across the entrance to the hallway, right in front 
of the shorter man's feet. The third man had too much momentum to stop 
himself, and he tripped over the coat rack and started rolling in his barrel down 
the hall. A bowling ball in motion, he knocked the tall man over like a pin, 
sending both of them flying into Mrs. Smith's back end. 

Shaped a bit like a ball herself, Mrs. Smith tumbled forward. The two men 
spilled over her, rolling and tangling more until they resembled a pile of 
spaghetti and meatballs. 

Erec lifted Nell up to the Substance Channel. "Climb in and I'll give you your 
walker. Here." He grabbed Trevor. "Hold Trev's hand. We should all hold hands 
in there so we don't get separated." 

Erec helped them both in quickly. Sammy took Trevor's hand and climbed in 
after, pulling Danny in after her. Erec grabbed Danny's hand and Nell's walker 
and dove into the ring after them. 

An unseen force seemed to pull him through the hoop. He looked back and 
saw Mrs. Smith and her strange friends flopping over one another, trying to 
stand up. Then he sank into the blackness around him. 

Danny's hand and the walker were the only things he was sure were there. It 
felt like he was floating in space. 
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He heard Nell's voice. "Erec? Where are you?" 

"I got him," Danny said. "What is this thing? Don't you think we should have 
just listened to Mrs. Smith?" 

"I don't like this place," Trevor said. 

"Listen, guys, I've been here before," Erec replied calmly. "I'm taking us 
somewhere safe. Just let your minds go blank and hold on tight." 

Erec shut his eyes and concentrated on the home of his father, King Piter. It 
was hard not to think about Bethany, but he closed her out of his mind. If he did 
concentrate on her, even by accident, the Substance Channel would take him to 
her and, at the same time, right to Baskania. 

King Piter's home. His castle no longer existed. It had been destroyed. But his 
father's home would be safe. They could stay there until he figured out what to 
do next. Maybe his mother could even come stay with them. 

Take me to my father's home. 

If only he knew what he would find waiting there. 
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CHAPTER THREE King Piter in 


Chains 


HE SUBSTANCE CHANNEL worked. In moments, Erec and his siblings 
were whizzing through space. Erec could feel a tunnel forming around him, 
opening and shutting as he went through almost as if he was being swallowed. 
The warm material around them was the Substance itself: the network of magic 
that filled the world. Without it, life could not exist. But in our everyday world 
of Upper 31Earth it had thinned so much that magic was no longer possible. 

He was having trouble holding onto Nell's walker, which kept wanting to yank 
out of his grip, and keeping Danny's hand in his. Then, with a sharp jerk to his 
left, Erec was spit out through the ring of light. His siblings toppled onto the 
floor after him. The ring glimmered a moment in the air and then disappeared. 

Erec sat up and gasped. A shocked face stared straight back at him. After a 
moment he came to his senses and recognized that it was his old friend and 
butler, Jam Crinklecut. Gray-green eyes twinkling, Jam sported his usual black 
butler suit with tails, gray vest, and white gloves. 

"Young sir? I was . . . not expecting you." He looked around. "Danny and 
Sammy, I presume? And Trevor and Nell? I remember you from my wonderful 
visit at your home. What a pleasure. Welcome, sirs. Modoms." He bowed low. 

"Jam!" Erec sprang to his feet and threw an arm around the butler. 

At first Jam looked surprised, but he quickly smiled. "And how is young sir 
doing?" 

That question brought everything home for Erec. He had not had time to 
process what had happened to his best friend, and now he found himself choking 
on his words as he tried to speak them. "Is... Bethany..." 

"Bethany?" Jam smiled. "She must be in her suites. Shall I ring her?" 

A ray of hope lit within him, but he was afraid to believe it. Had his vision 
been wrong? Maybe nothing had happened yet . . . and he still had time to stop 
her. 

But the phone rang and rang in Bethany's suites. Jam frowned. "I don't know 
where else she could be. I thought she had been working on her book. That's 
mostly what she's been doing since she's been stuck inside here." 

Erec's stomach turned over, and his last hopes blew out in a 
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long sigh. It was no use. He knew exactly what had happened to her. How 
could he tell Jam? And worse, her brother Pi? 

Even the air felt thick and heavy. It seemed to drip sadness. Then he 
remembered that there was another reason it was hard to breathe here. Each time 
he returned to the Kingdom of the Keepers after being away awhile, he would 


notice this feeling. The Substance here was thicker, and it gave off a depressing 
aura that he grew used to after a day or two. 

Trying to ignore it, Erec glanced out the window, as if Bethany might be 
outside walking with her pink kitten, Cutie Pie. Of course she wasn't there. What 
if he never saw her again? Why hadn't he just come back a month earlier when 
she wanted him to? 

Something caught his eye on the grass. It looked like a growing drop of blood. 
In a moment it started wiggling, and Erec recognized it as a snail. Bethany was 
writing! He ran outside and grabbed it off the ground. 

But the snail letter was from a friend of Erec's, Oscar. At first, his heart sank-- 
but he had been worried about Oscar for a while now. What had happened to him 
was awful. Oscar's old tutor, Rosco, had somehow learned how to read his mind. 
That might not have been so bad--except that Rosco was one of Baskania's 
favorite assistants. So everything that Oscar knew was reported straight to their 
worst enemy. If Oscar saw Erec somewhere, Baskania would know where Erec 
was and try to capture him. 

Dear Erec, 

I've decided that things have to change for me, so I want to let you know 
what's been going on. It feels like I've been alone forever now. I thought that if I 
just hid and 
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spied on people I would learn how to get back at Rosco, and maybe also find a 
new magic tutor. But it was so hard being away from everyone that I care about, 
with no friends. That was driving me crazy. 

Well, I just can't do it anymore. I mean, I still am trying to stay hidden. I don't 
want to run into you by accident--we both know how horrible it would be if 
Baskania found you. But a new idea finally hit me, and I have some big plans. 
Revenge. After everything that Rosco has put me through, it's all I can think 
about. So don't even think about trying to talk me out of it. If somebody was 
reading your mind and telling everything you thought to your worst enemy, and 
if that somebody had killed your father, you would feel the same way. This is all 
I've been thinking about for months. 

I spent time in Aorth tracking down where Rosco lives and spying on his 
house. He was never there. The guy travels all the time. So I snuck into his 
house and used his Port-O-Door once to see where he just went, and it was the 
Green House in Alypium. I need to go there, spend time there, and really see 
what's going on. 

You should know that I'll be in Alypium. I'll make sure to wear sunglasses and 
a big floppy hat to stop me from looking around at things. Also I've gotten really 


good at watching my feet when I walk, so hopefully I won't see you. Hopefully 
with the hat and dark glasses Rosco and Baskania won't recognize me, either. 
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I'll stay in touch to let you know everything I see when I spy on them. It's the 
least I can do for you. One thing I've found out is that Balor, Damon, and Dollick 
Stain had crowns made for themselves, along with thrones. They have days set 
aside for people to come meet them and take their pictures with the three kings- 
to-be. It's enough to make you throw up. 

I hope you're okay. Don't feel like you have to write back. If you do, 
remember not to tell me anything important. I'm sure Rosco would appear and 
grab the snail letter right after I read it again. 

Your friend forever, 

Oscar 

So the Stain triplets were posing as the next rulers of the three Kingdoms of 
the Keepers? Erec cringed. Balor, Damon, and Dollick Stain, kids his age, had 
been cloned from Baskania himself. They were doing everything they could to 
really become the next three kings, but if they did they would rule with greed, 
malice, and violence. On top of that, they would hand over their royal scepters to 
Baskania. According to King Piter that would cause mass destruction. 

If only Bethany were here, she could reason with Oscar, get him to move on 
and forget about revenge on Rosco. She was good at that kind of thing. Oscar 
had nobody to hang out with now and nothing else to think about except for 
what Rosco had done to him. 

Erec found some paper and wrote back to him. 
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Dear Oscar, 

Bethany has been captured, and I don't even know if she's alive. I don't care if 
Rosco sees this letter and tells Baskania--he's the one who took her, so it's no 
news to him. I'm worried sick. If you're . . . around anyone who might know, tell 
me if you overhear where they are keeping her, or anything at all that could help. 

It sounds like Baskania is trying to make everyone excited about Balor, 
Damon, and Dollick becoming kings. How could people fall for that? Can't they 
see that the Stain triplets are rotten to the core? It's such a joke. If they really 
became the three new rulers of Alypium, Ashona, and Aorth, they would hand 
their scepters to Baskania, and he would go mad with power and destroy the 
world. Try to tell people that, though, and they think you're crazy. 

I'm glad you're okay. I really miss hanging out with you and Jack. I haven't 
seen him in a while. You should forget about revenge, though. It's only going to 
make things worse for you, I think. 


Your friend always, 

Erec 

Erec put the letter into the snail's shell, then looked out the window. Rosco 
would take the letter from Oscar and trace it minutes 
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after he got it. Unless he wanted Baskania paying him a visit, Erec thought he 
had better send it from somewhere else. 

Cutie Pie, Bethany's fluffy pink kitten, pounced onto the window sill and 
looked at him suspiciously. 

"Have you seen Bethany, Cutie Pie? Do you know where she went?" 

The cat put a paw on the window and looked outside. 

"She was captured by Baskania, kitty. We have to save her." Erec felt dumb 
talking to a cat, but Cutie Pie was pretty smart. Maybe she would help in some 
way. 

Cutie Pie stared at Erec for a second and then darted through the open 
window. In a moment she was tearing toward Alypium. For a moment, Erec 
considered following her. But chasing a cat didn't seem promising, so he wished 
her luck instead. 

Erec found the Port-O-Door in his father's house and randomly picked a city 
called Clalm, the first place he saw on the map of Otherness. He tossed the snail 
that held his letter to Oscar onto the red soil of Clalm and watched it disappear 
into the earth. 

What would he do about Bethany? He could not face the reality that he was 
probably too late. Was he just going to sit here and accept that she was captured 
and dead? No. He had to do something. .. . 

Maybe his father would know what to do. He found Jam and asked, "Is my 
dad here?" It still sounded strange referring to King Piter as his father. That truth 
had been hidden from him since he was too young to remember. 

Jam cleared his throat and whispered, "It's best you go alone, sir. He has been 
having a bit of a tough time. I'll make some snacks for your brothers and sisters." 

The king sat on his throne in a smaller version of Castle Alypium's throne 
room. A few tapestries hung on the walls, and ornate leaded windows made the 
room sparkle. The throne itself was 

37 

immense. Solid gold, it must have been fifteen feet high, studded with gems. 
Pearl inlays and carvings decorated the sides and back in what looked like 
strange languages, and a huge diamond, the size of a bicycle wheel, was 
embedded in the center of its high back. 

A big, rough stone, the Lia Fail, sat at the base of the throne. This magical 


chunk of rock was said to scream in the presence of the true king during a 
coronation. Erec, in fact, had seen it happen. During a coronation ceremony, the 
thing had once screamed for him. 

Chains hung loosely around the king, holding him in his seat. His hair had 
grown a pale yellow, and his skin hung loose off of his frame. The king looked 
so sickly and frail that Erec almost didn't recognize him. Distracted, he stared in 
wonder at something in the long arm of the chair. Erec saw the king's scepter 
there, resting in a slot that had been created for it. The chains held King Piter's 
arms back from the scepter, just allowing one of his fingers to graze against its 
edge. 

For a moment, Erec forgot all about the king. His entire being was drawn to 
the scepter. Its ornate gems and patterned, carved gold called to him, waking all 
of his old desires for it. The scepter's powerful magic had felt so amazing when 
he had used it before. It had sent jolts of electricity and power through him, 
leaving him with deep cravings for that feeling to happen again. His mouth 
watered, looking at the thing. It did not help that it was his now, officially. 

Erec walked slowly toward the scepter, reaching out for it. His need for the 
thing seemed to grow the closer he got to it. He was silly to have left it here. 
King Piter had insisted that he guard the scepter for Erec, that Erec was not yet 
ready to use it. But that was just silly. He would be fine feeling its power again. 
It was the most wonderful thing he had ever experienced. It gave him the 
strength and purpose he needed. 

Chains were around the king's arms . . . maybe they would keep 
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him from grabbing the scepter before Erec could. In a moment Erec trembled 
with excitement and hope. He could take the scepter now--just reach for it and 
snatch it--and the king wouldn't be able to stop him! 

He was breathing faster. But then he looked at his father's glazed eyes and a 
chill raced through him. Was that what Erec looked like now? Haunted, 
possessed by this magic, ready to do anything for it? 

Erec took a breath. A small voice in his mind reminded him that his father was 
right. He wasn't ready. The scepter haunted him, filling his days with longing 
and his nights with vivid dreams. It didn't matter if he told himself that he would 
use it only for good, to help right the wrongs of the world. Deep inside he knew 
what would happen if it was his. His own dreams had showed him. He would 
only crave more and more power. There was no way he would be able to resist 
its pull. 

He forced himself to step back away from it. Why was he here? He was 
confused now . . . Bethany! How could he have been so distracted by the scepter 


that he could forget her? The idea made him sick, and he backed away from it 
more. 

"Dad? How are you doing? Dad... ? Hey, it's me, Erec." 

The king's eyes were glazed. He ran his finger along the gold scepter as 
though he hadn't heard a thing. Erec noticed how thin and sickly he looked. 

Erec spoke louder. "Dad? King Piter?" 

Erec touched his father's shoulder. There was still no response, so he shook 
the king. "Are you okay? What's going on with those chains?" 

King Piter startled a bit, then turned toward Erec. Recognition lit his face and 
he sighed. "Erec. You're back." He shrugged in embarrassment. "It's easier for 
me with these chains here. I can take them off if I need to. They're justa... 
reminder to hold back." He cleared his throat, looking awkward. "How was your 
trip home?" 
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"Fine. Dad, Bethany is--" Erec's throat tightened and he could not speak. 
Those words could not be said, or they would make her danger more real 
somehow. Everything might shatter around those words. 

The king's forehead wrinkled with concern. "What's wrong with Bethany? Can 
I help?" But then he looked back at his scepter and immediately was lost. 

Erec could not imagine how hard this must be for his father. If Erec had been 
near the scepter for more than a month, like the king had, he would never have 
kept himself away from it. No, he would have become a power-mad psycho 
trying to rule the world with it. 

For a moment everything seemed to glimmer. Erec felt his knees buckle. This 
was all his fault. The king used to be able to use his scepter with no problem at 
all. The power of his castle had given him that stregnth. Erec had ruined that. He 
had found out, against the king's wishes, that King Piter was his father. Which 
led to the castle being destroyed. Worse yet, the king himself was destroyed. 

He had wrecked his own father. 

And now he had let his best friend die. 

Erec felt like falling through the floor and never seeing anyone again, never 
doing more harm . . . but he couldn't even do that. If only the scepter was gone. . 
. That horrid thing had brought out the worst in him, and now it was doing the 
same to his father. He grabbed it to fling it anywhere, through a window, wish it 
to explode and never come back. 

But the second the warm gold was in his hand, everything changed. Calmness 
filled him, and control. It was all okay. He would help his father get better. He 
could make everything better. With this power there was nothing that would stop 
him. 


In the distance he heard "Erec, no." And a second later the scepter was 
knocked from his hands. 
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With tremendous effort, King Piter pushed the thing away from both of them. 

"You aren't ready." He panted, hair drooping into his face. "Please, Erec. 
Please. Just leave it here with me. It's all I can stand to be with it now, not using 
it. But I've gotten good at it. You see I just sit here and look . . ." His voice 
trailed away as he stooped down and gazed into the scepter on the ground. He 
sighed deeply. "Without my castle to protect me, I can actually see it more 
clearly now. It's dizzying." He looked at Erec pleadingly. "I don't think either of 
us should touch it. It's best we leave it where it is." 

Erec looked at his hands in shock. The moment he touched the scepter it had 
changed his mind completely. He had been determined to get rid of it. But it felt 
so good in his hands... . 

Erec grabbed the king's shoulder and told him everything that had happened. 
King Piter's weak eyes widened and he looked like he might faint. "I... I 
didn't even know she was gone. Erec, I should have been there with her. I don't 

even know when I saw her last. I've been. . ." 

Erec knew what the king had been doing. He'd been sitting here entranced by 
the scepter. Erec sat next to him on the ground. "It's my fault, Dad. I wasn't there 
for her." 

Of course. It was so obvious, and it was right there in front of them. He 
pointed at the scepter. "Could that bring Bethany back?" 

The king sniffed, voice hoarse. "It's possible. If she's still . . ." He looked at 
Erec, wary, as if afraid of what might be said next. 

On cue, Erec said, "Well, then, could you bring her body back, if she didn't 
make it? We can bury her." He felt sick thinking about it. 

King Piter nodded. "Yes, but . . . I'm afraid. If I use it one more time, I'll be 
gone, I think." 

"Have you been using it, then, since I left?" Erec was afraid to hear the 
answer. 
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The king nodded. "Just little bits. It's so hard to resist." He stared at it. "I 
suppose it is for the best, though, using it one more time. Right? It is for 
Bethany." His eyes hardened as he reached for the scepter. 

As the king closed his eyes, Erec could feel a surge in the room. The king's 
lids flashed open, wide. "She's alive. I'm bringing her back." 

Erec jumped to his feet. Alive? Baskania let her live this long? It seemed 
impossible. 


King Piter's hands shook on the scepter. They looked bonier than Erec 
remembered. Flashes appeared in the room in front of them, sparkling like a 
thousand tiny stars. Erec bit his lip. Please let Bethany be okay. Please let her 
come back. 

Something glimmered in the room. It formed into a shape, and then an image 
of Bethany appeared before them. She didn't look solid, though, more like a 
ghost. Erec could see a stained glass window right through her. Something odd 
and shiny was around her head, like small metal funnels coming from her scalp. 
She was sitting on a wooden chair, her arms chained down to it at her sides, and 
she was looking around in surprise. 

Erec could see a glimpse of what looked like a desk in front of her and some 
books. Her feet were chained to something too, but he could not see what. When 
Bethany looked at him, her eyes bugged out as if she were seeing a ghost as 
well. She was talking. . . . It looked like she was calling to him, but he could not 
hear a word. 

The king shook, straining from the effort of trying to save her. Then his breath 
caught, and her image vanished. The scepter fell from his hand. "I couldn't do it. 
Baskania has a Draw on her. That's how he must have captured her." He hung his 
head. "I don't know how he got such a thing. Something needs to be explained 
here." 

Erec was confused. "What's a Draw?" 

"Baskania fixed it so nobody can save Bethany. A Draw is an 
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earth enchantment that cannot be removed by any magic. But the odd thing is 
that there are no Draws in our world. There is no way Baskania could have 
attained one, unless. . ." He rubbed his head, stunned. "I shudder to think how 
he got it." 

"Where do Draws come from?" 

"Tartarus. The only living beings who possess Draws are the three Furies that 
live there. And they don't just hand them out to people." 

"Wait a minute." Erec wasn't sure whether to be celebrating that Bethany was 
okay or losing all hope again. "What are the Furies? What is Tartarus?" 

The king started to gaze at the scepter again, but Erec pulled him around to 
face the other way. "Ever since the dawn of time, six powerful sisters have 
helped weave the fabric of our universe. Two sets of triplets. Like all siblings, 
there were rivalries, jealousies. The older sisters, Decima, Nona, and Morta, 
became who you now know as the three Fates. As you are aware, they are kind, 
just, and very wise. But they are no-nonsense, too. They like things to follow 
rules, orders. Life goes according to plan under their watch. Everyone has a 


chance, gets a choice. 

"Their younger sisters were a little different from them. If the cup was half 
full for the older triplets, it was half empty for Alecto, Tisiphone, and Megaera. 
Those three have been angry since birth. They wanted the same powers that their 
older sisters had. And when they realized that they could never be as strong, 
would never have the responsibilities, they instead set about destroying things. 
Their actions earned them the name the three Furies, for they were truly 
terrifying and ferocious. 

"At first the Fates tried to put the Furies to work for them, harnessing their 
natural aggression for good. The Furies became the police of humanity, judging 
individuals and punishing those who 
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were not pure of heart. But this quickly became a problem. The Furies were 
not fair in their judgments, and they were very harsh. They enjoyed causing 
trouble even more than scaring people with their violent ways. 

"In the end, the only way to save humankind was for the Fates to lock their 
sisters into a prison land called Tartarus. It is deep within the earth, far below 
Aorth. There is only one way in and out, and that is at the base of the Nether 
Volcano, past the Waters of Oblivion. Some of the creatures that live in Tartarus 
can pass freely back and forth through its entrance. But the Furies are stuck 
there, and they cannot exert their powers on humanity from inside. 

"They say that there is only one way that the Furies will ever escape. If each 
of the Furies is able to collect a thousand human souls in Tartarus, they may be 
able to split themselves into these souls, leave their prison in tiny fragments, and 
reassemble themselves outside again. Of course, if that ever did happen, eternal 
chaos would be the best we could hope for. With the eons of anger those three 
have built up, not even the Fates may be able to save themselves from their 
wrath. 

"That is why the Furies use Draws. Only they know how to make them. Once 
a Draw is set on someone, they will come to you, no matter what. And once they 
come, they will stay with you. That is their only way to draw humans into 
Tartarus--their only hope for eventual escape." He rubbed his head. "I don't 
know what Thanatos Baskania is getting himself into here. If he's dealing with 
the Furies now, we're all done for." 

"And the scepter can't overpower the Draws?" 

"The scepter is powerless against the Furies, the Fates, and the deep magic of 
the universe. But Baskania is defenseless against these things as well. He must 
think he is far beyond human if he's trying to deal with them. It's ridiculous." 

44 


They sat in silence awhile. Then Erec asked, "If the Furies can pull humans 
into Tartarus with their Draws, won't they be able to get three thousand souls 
soon?" 

"Luckily, no," the king said. "In order to place a Draw on someone, they 
would have to see them directly. Any unfortunate person wandering within sight 
of the entrance to Tartarus would have a Draw placed on them right away. But 
this is the first time I have ever heard of a human owning or using one." 

Erec still could not believe their bad luck. "Are you sure that is what Baskania 
used on Bethany?" 

The king nodded. "The scepter confirmed it." 

Reality started to sink in. "So nothing can get rid of a Draw?" 

"Not when the Furies use one." The king looked thoughtful. "But we should 
talk to the Fates and see what they say. Baskania's Draw may not be as strong." 

Erec jumped up. "Let's go to the Oracle now and ask them. We can't afford to 
wait any longer. Something terrible could happen to Bethany." 

The king glanced back at the scepter, shaking. He didn't say anything, but 
Erec could see the longing in his face. His father must not think he could walk 
away from it... or pick it up. 

This was ridiculous. They couldn't just sit around and wait. Erec would wish 
the scepter away, make it disappear. He dove upon it so quickly that the king 
could not grab it out of his way. 

But the minute he touched it, he lost all his willpower to get rid of it. He could 
do anything with it. The scepter was the solution, not the problem. 

Then a voice spoke to him, from the scepter itself. "I can help you, you know. 
That's what I'm here for, mate. Just use me as you will. We'll make it all better. 
What can I do for you, now?" 

Erec relaxed. It was okay. The scepter could save Bethany-- 
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Then he shrank back. What was he thinking? The scepter could not rescue 
Bethany. He had just seen that with his own eyes. He had to save Bethany. The 
thought of her was stronger than the power of the scepter. This thing was just in 
his way. 

Against every fiber of his being, he made a decision. Scepter, I want you to get 
lost. Stay far away from human beings, and don't come back to me until someone 
else tells me that I am ready for you. 

Suddenly, in a golden flash, the scepter was gone. Emptiness seemed to 
resound in its place. 
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CHAPTER FOUR A Surprise Visit 


REC FELT LIKE he was going to be sick. 

King Piter curled into a ball. "Is it gone forever?" 

"No." Erec was afraid to tell him the instructions that he had given to the 
scepter. In a moment of weakness, if the king wanted it badly enough he would 
know how to bring it back. "We'll see it again someday." 

The king nodded. "Good." He huddled awhile in silence, 
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then with great effort said, "We should go talk to the Fates about Baskania's 
Draw on Bethany." 

Erec agreed. But it was a long while before they made it out of the room. 

Jam and the remaining servants had made a multicourse meal for Danny, 
Sammy, Trevor, and Nell. They were all looking a little rocky, adjusting to the 
heavy feeling in the air from the Substance. 

Erec could not eat at all. Bethany was in incredible danger, and he had to get 
her back. The Fates had to know a way to beat this Draw that Baskania put on 
her. 

Erec got up and paced, watching his siblings eat. He had to leave now, find 
out what he could do about Bethany. He knew his father needed rest, but how 
could they wait when Bethany was in Baskania's claws? 

"Dad, should we go to the Oracle now? If you're too tired, I can go by 
myself.” 

The Oracle was in Delphi, Greece. It was the only place where Erec could 
speak directly to the three Fates. The waters in its deep well were one of the few 
connections to their home. 

The king nodded. "You are right. I should go with you." He looked down at 
his shaking hands. "I'll. . . try. It would do me good to get away from here and 
clear my head. If I only hadn't been so caught up with that scepter, this whole 
thing wouldn't have happened." His voice broke. 

Erec shook his head. "No. It's my fault, Dad. I should have come back 
sooner." 

Danny looked back and forth between them. "I can't say you guys look a lot 
alike, but I can tell you're related. You both have the guilt thing down really 
well." 

Erec shot him a fierce look. 
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Danny leaned back and put his hands up. "Settle down, bro. The way I see it, 
it's Baskania's fault, not yours." 


Somehow that did make Erec feel a little better. Danny was right, in a way. 

"Hey," Sammy said, trying to change the conversation. "There's a big metal 
plaque in the floor with an eye carved into it down the hall." 

"That sounds like the cover over Hecate Jekyll's old storerooms." Erec 
remembered some of the amazing things that she kept there. "I'll show you 
sometime--" 

A loud shriek boomed through the room, making everyone jump. "They're 
here!" a gravelly voice boomed. "Where am I ... ? I can see them. Look! The 
kids! Danny and Sammy! Come on, you two. We need to go--" 

Then the voice was cut off abruptly. Erec looked around the room, but nobody 
else had come in. 

"What was that?" Sammy looked confused. 

A moment later the same voice returned, mid-sentence. "--when I took these 
off. But look! Now I can see them again! They're in someone's house. And... 
there's King Piter! I knew it. These glasses are magical." 

In a flash Erec knew what was going on--someone had his mother's Seeing 
Eyeglasses. When a person put them on, they felt like they were right in the very 
room with the person that they missed the most in the world. They could see and 
hear that person and any people around them. The one wearing the glasses could 
be heard, but not seen in return. 

So who was wearing them? Someone who missed them--and who obviously 
had no clue how the Seeing Eyeglasses worked. The voice sounded familiar, but 
he couldn't place it. "Someone's looking through Mom's glasses, guys. Who 
could it be? I know that voice... ." 
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The person had mentioned Danny and Sammy first. Was she looking for 
them? Who would miss them more than anyone else? It didn't make sense. 

Danny and Sammy came to a realization at the same time. Sammy hugged 
herself tightly. "Mrs. Smith." 

Danny nodded. "Dumpling Smith. She got Mom's glasses." 

A wild cackle echoed from the walls. "Very good. You recognized my voice, 
children. I'm so honored. What a lucky day this is for me! These two noble kids, 
this ... Danny and Sammy, as they are called, know me that well." She gave a 
deep, grating laugh. "Well, you might as well tell me where you are. I'll figure it 
out soon enough myself. And then we'll find you, don't worry. It's time for you 
two to come with us." 

Sammy's voice shook. "You .. . you just want me and Danny, then? Not 
everyone else?" 

"Yes, that's right," Dumpling's gravelly voice answered. "Let's drop the 


pretenses. I thought you two might come along easier if you thought we were 
saving all of you. But there's no reason for that. If I take just the two of you, that 
will be perfect. I promise you, we will leave your siblings and mother alone if 
the two of you will meet me somewhere, right now." 

Their mother! Erec gasped. What had happened to her? Dumpling had her 
glasses--that must mean that his mother had come home to find Dumpling and 
her crew waiting in the house. Was she okay? Was Zoey safe? 

Danny looked terrified. He murmured to Erec, "Can she grab us with those 
glasses on? Should we run?" 

Erec shook his head and murmured back, "No, we're safe for now. She'll be 
able to see you wherever you are, though. If you go somewhere that she can 
recognize, she can use the glasses to find you. We'll have to hide you guys 
somewhere Safe, in a place she's 
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not familiar with. As long as she can't figure out where you are you should be 
okay." 

"You were right," Danny whispered. "She must be up to no good. There must 
have been a spell on those letters from her to make us think she was safe." He 
scratched his head. "I still don't get it, though. I was sure from that writing that 
she meant well... ." 

"No secrets!" Dumpling's gravelly voice thundered. "Let's make this easy. Tell 
me where you are, and I'll come get you two. You need our protection, you see. 
We'll take care of you. And we'll leave your mother alone." 

That sounded like a threat to their mother. "Is she okay?" Erec asked. 

"She is fine." Dumpling's voice became sickeningly sweet. "I'm sure we'll all 
keep it that way. Now, where are you?" 

Sammy blurted, "Um... we can't say right now. But please, don't hurt our 
mom. We'll come with you, okay?" She looked at Danny desperately. "Meet us 
in Alypium in one hour. In front of Medea's magic shop. Okay?" 

"Very good." Dumpling sounded satisfied. "Kookles, stay here with June and 
Zoey until we get back." 

She must have taken the glasses off, because the room fell silent. Everybody 
sat, frozen, afraid to move. 

"Hey, Sammy, not bad," Danny said. "I know you're not thinking we're going 
to meet that maniac. But you bought us an hour. Now we better figure out what 
to do." 

"Will Mom be okay?" Trevor looked white as a ghost. 

"Yes." Erec was suddenly confident. "As soon as Dumpling and that guy in 
the barrel go to meet Danny and Sammy, Mom and Zoey will be alone in the 


apartment with just the tall guy. We can take him out and rescue them." 

"But how can we get back there fast enough?" Sammy looked 
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confused. "We don't have the Substance Channel here anymore." 

"I know. But we have something better." Erec smiled. This world had all sorts 
of magical ways. "This house has a Port-O-Door." 

"What's that?" Nell sat straighter in her chair, hopeful. 

"It's a door that you can tell to open anywhere. It lets you travel there 
immediately. Let's go. Dumpling Smith has probably left by now. I'm sure she'll 
hurry so she doesn't miss you guys." He led them to a thin wooden door in the 
hall by King Piter's bedroom. The kids and Jam crowded into the small room 
inside. The king stayed at the kitchen table. He looked like he could barely hold 
his head up. 

Once the door shut, a screen lit up. It was divided into four squares: a white 
one marked ALYPIUM, a blue one marked ASHONA, a red AORTH square, 
and a yellow OTHERNESS one. Underneath lay a thin orange stripe saying 
OTHER. When Erec poked it, a world map appeared. He touched North 
America, then New Jersey. Each map grew bigger as he zoomed in--right to the 
apartment where they lived. 

"Wow," Trevor said, impressed, when Erec touched the apartment in the 
building, and a room plan sprang onto the screen. 

"The bathroom, guys?" he asked. "I think that's the best place if we don't want 
that Kookles guy to see us come in." After they agreed, he opened the Port-O- 
Door right into their bathroom at home. 

"Cool!" Trevor grinned. 

"Shhh." Sammy looked frantic. "You guys stay here. I'll go try to find Mom 
and Zoey. If we all come out, it might take too long to get back in." 

"No, wait," Erec said. "Let me go. I think it's safer. It's you they're after, not 
me." 

Sammy nodded reluctantly. 

Erec twisted the bathroom doorknob slowly, hoping it wouldn't squeak. 
Nobody was in sight in the hallway, but he could hear Zoey 
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crying in the kitchen. "I don't like that funny guy, Mom. Make him go away. I 
want Trevor and Nell!" 

He could barely hear his mother soothing her. Then he saw movement at the 
end of the hallway. He jumped, almost slamming the door shut, but luckily he 
stopped short before making a loud noise. 

It was the coat rack. The thing was sad, pacing the floors, limbs drooping. 


Erec waved toward it, staying silent. The coat rack stiffened, then waved a 
thin arm back at him. Erec held a finger up and motioned for it to come closer. It 
swung its top from side to side, as if making sure the coast was clear. Then it 
hopped down the hall. 

Erec whispered to it, "Can you get Zoey and Mom to come here--to the 
bathroom? We're going to save them." 

In a matter of minutes, Zoey was following the coat rack down the hall, 
laughing. They were playing a version of their favorite game, the hat toss. The 
coat rack was using the hats as lures, tossing them closer to the bathroom. 

Zoey was distracted by the game, forgetting about her other problems. Erec 
wished his mother had come along too, but a minute later June popped a head 
around the corner. "Stay with me, Zoey," she said. 

Erec waved at her frantically. When their eyes caught, June's jaw dropped. 
She clasped a hand over her heart and walked quickly down the hallway toward 
him. 

Everything would have been perfect if Zoey had not shouted, "Erec! Yeah! 
You're here!" 

"Huh?" Erec heard a deep voice from the other room. 

"Come on, quick!" He waved his mother and Zoey into the bathroom. Just 
before he locked the door behind them, he caught sight of the tall man, Kookles, 
peering around the corner. His long strides 
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carried him down the hall. He pounded on the locked door. "Open up! I said, 
open up!" 

Erec yanked his mother and Zoey into the Port-O-Door and slammed it shut 
just as the bathroom door burst open with a loud thud. He wondered if Kookles 
saw a flash of the Port-O-Door in the wall before it disappeared. 

After June had finished bowing to King Piter for what seemed like the 
hundredth time, Jam fixed her a pot of cocoa and a warm meal. 

"I don't understand," Erec said to her. "Why do they just want Danny and 
Sammy, and not the rest of us? Who are those people?" 

"I wish I knew." June shrugged nervously. "They must know something about 
the twins." She picked at her food, upset. 

"Know something? What is there to know?" 

June shrugged. It seemed strange to Erec. Usually he was the one that 
everyone was after. He was the known heir to the throne of Alypium. He was 
one of King Piter's triplets--the other two were still missing. Even though most 
people thought they were dead, Erec knew that they were alive. One day the 
three of them would claim their thrones in the Kingdoms of the Keepers. So that 


made Erec an obvious target. 

Of course, if the other two missing triplets were found, then they would be 
targets too. But they were safe somewhere, according to King Piter, unknown 
probably to even themselves. 

An idea occurred to Erec. What if . . . No. It couldn't be. 

But the truth was plain as day. No matter how much he tried to deny it. 

Danny and Sammy might be the other missing triplets. 

That would explain why people were after them now. It all made perfect 
sense. They were Erec's age--now that Erec had learned he was really thirteen, 
almost fourteen. He didn't know his real birthday, 
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but maybe it was their birthday, in March, and not April eighteenth, like he 
thought. That would explain why June was taking care of all of them. Erec had 
found out who he was. But they didn't know yet, so they were still safe. 

That meant that Mrs. Dumpling Smith and her friends must be working for 
Baskania. He had found out who the other triplets were and wanted them killed. 
But why didn't they want to take Erec, too? 

Then Erec had a chilling thought. Maybe Baskania had other plans for him. 
He needed Erec for the twelve quests that were needed to become rulers of the 
Kingdoms of the Keepers. Only Erec could draw the next quest from Al's Well. 
Baskania gave the quests to the Stain triplets. Even though they didn't finish 
Erec's quests, if everyone thought they did, those three could become the next 
kings. 

So Baskania wasn't done with him yet. But Erec was not about to let him get 
Danny and Sammy. 

So they were his missing triplets? Erec stared at them for a long moment. The 
two of them looked so much alike. Hadn't June changed their looks like she had 
changed his? Is that what he would have looked like now, if he grew up the way 
he was supposed to? 

But he could not ask. Danny and Sammy were only safe because they did not 
know they were the heirs to the thrones of Ashona and Aorth, and he would not 
put them in danger by telling them. 

"Hey, look." Danny pointed out of the window. "There's a red snail sitting out 
there. Looks like you got another letter." 

Erec went outside and picked it up off the ground. 

Dear Erec, 

I had no idea about Bethany. I can't believe it. Baskania and Rosco will pay 
for this. You mark my words. It wasn't enough to ruin my life. Now they're 
destroying hers too. And yours. 
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I've been spying in the Green House as much as I can. It was hard to tell what 
was going on, though. So I got a job there. I gave them a fake name, and I'm 
working for the custodian now, doing things like cleaning up messes. I water all 
the plants, which lets me walk all over and listen in to conversations. I haven't 
heard anyone talk about Bethany yet, but I found out where Baskania's offices 
are. Rosco goes there a lot--I've seen him. I'm going to spend the most time 
there, spying on them. 

Balor, Damon, and Dollick Stain come around all the time. Those jerks are 
cheating even more, but I guess that's no surprise. They wear phony amulets that 
make it look like they did the quests. And their friends, Rock Rayson and Ward 
Gamin, follow them around. They have eye patches now. You know what that 
means--Baskania took an eye from them. Yikes! 

Your Friend, 

Oscar 

Erec dropped the empty snail into his pocket. He walked inside, clutching the 
letter in his hand so tightly it was nearly wrinkled into a ball. This was all too 
much. Baskania was after his sister and brother. Bethany was captured--alive at 
the moment, but probably not for long. Oscar was in hiding, seeking revenge on 
Rosco and spying on Baskania. And the Stain triplets were well on their way to 
taking over the Kingdoms of the Keepers . . . which would destroy the world. 
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A loud voice made everyone jump. June dropped her spoon into her soup with 
a big plop. "I see you're all still there," Dumpling Smith growled. She raised the 
pitch of her gravelly voice and tried to sound sweet. "Very clever. But you two 
have it all wrong, dearies. I only want to help you. There are bad people about, 
you know. You need to trust me, no?" Then she became angry. "Don't think you 
can stay hidden away for long, you two. I'll keep watch with these nice glasses 
here. The time has come." Erec could hear her heavy breathing. "Interesting 
house. Is it King Piter's? There he is. I believe this must be his house, now that 
his castle is gone." 

Everyone in the room looked at one another, afraid to talk. 

"Okay, then. Excellent. We'll be seeing you there very soon." Dumpling's 
laugh ended abruptly, midstream, as she must have pulled off the glasses. 

June spoke in a hushed voice. "We need to get out of here, to somewhere she 
doesn't recognize. This house should stay empty until they are sure that none of 
us are coming back to it." She lowered her face. "I'm so sorry, dear King, to have 
brought intruders to your home. I'm sure you'll be safe here--nobody would dare 
to bother you. But I should take my family away." 


The king's voice sounded hollow. "I'm afraid I'm as vulnerable as anybody 
else right now. I don't have my scepter. I should probably go with you." His hair 
looked wispier than it did this morning, his face more sunken. Erec hoped that 
the scepter being gone would help the king regain his strength, but he guessed 
that might take a while. 

Jam cleared his throat. "Modoms, sirs. If you don't mind me making a 
suggestion, I have an aunt who lives in Americorth North. She has a simple 
house, nothing in it that stands out as unusual that I can think of. And I am sure 
she would be delighted for us to visit for as long as necessary." 
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"I didn't know you were from Aorth, Jam," Erec said. "I thought you were 
from Alypium." 

A despondent look flashed across Jam's face. "I am pretty sure that my parents 
were from Alypium, but they both died a long time ago, and I have no siblings. 
Once I tried to research my family history, and see if there was anyone else left. I 
did find some long-lost relatives in Aorth--at least I think they might be 
relatives. They weren't exactly sure either. But they took me in immediately, 
accepting me as family." 

The king nodded silently, looking too weak to speak. 

June said, "Thank you, Jam. We should go there. As long as Dumpling doesn't 
put on my Seeing Eyeglasses right as we go through the Port-O-Door, she won't 
know where we went." 

"How did she get your glasses?" Nell asked. 

"It was terrible." June shuddered. "They kept asking where you went. Not that 
I would have told them if I knew. The tall one--Kookles, I think his name was-- 
grabbed Zoey. He started throwing her into the air, and then he was juggling her 
with a bunch of balls." 

"That was fun!" Zoey looked excited. "I went all the way to the ceiling." 

June looked sick. "I panicked. Kookles was walking closer and closer to the 
window. I was afraid he would throw her out." She didn't look sure. "I told them 
they could have anything they wanted--anything. Dumpling told me to give her 
my magical glasses. Next thing Dumpling put on my glasses, and you know the 
rest." 

Jam handed out shiny silver suits that they slipped over their clothing. "This is 
UnderWear," he explained. "It will keep you cool when you're deep under the 
Earth's surface, in Aorth." The fabric was slippery and stretched easily over 
everyone, expanding to their sizes. 

Erec pulled his UnderWear on fast and scrawled a quick letter to Oscar while 
Jam helped the king into his silver pull-on outfit. 


58 

Dear Oscar, 

Be careful working in the Green House, okay? I was thinking--if Rosco can 
read your mind, he must know that you're there, right? He probably knows you 
are spying on him. Don't do anything to make him angry. He'll show up wherever 
you are, and he's really powerful. 

Thanks for trying to find out about Bethany. 

Your Friend, 

Erec 

"Hurry, guys," said Sammy. "I'll feel better when we leave this place." 

"TIl go there with you," Erec said. "But I can't stay. King Piter and I have to go 
to the Oracle and find out how to get Bethany back." 

The king breathed heavily. "Erec, I would like to go. But I'm afraid I'm just 
too weak. I'm sorry to let you down. Will you let me know what you find out 
there? I need to rest with your family, if that's okay." 

Jam cleared his throat. "I would be more than happy to accompany young sir 
to the Oracle. Would you like some company?" 

Erec grinned. "Sure, Jam. That would be great." 

Jam bowed his head. "At your disposal." 

June sighed. "Come right back, Erec. And let me know what you find out, 
okay?" 

Erec nodded. The king was right about not being able to go along. Erec and 
Jam helped him walk down the hallway after the rest of his family. 
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Jam dismissed the remaining servants, then pressed a few spots on the Port-O- 
Door maps and opened the door into an unexplored spot in Otherness so that 
Erec could toss his snail letter through. "Now to Aunt Salsa's. Hoods on, 
everyone." He pushed the red AORTH square. "Eight Anodyne Road." 

A furnacelike blast of heat hit Erec in the face when Jam opened the door. 

"Sorry, sire." Jam bowed his head to King Piter. "Do you think you can handle 
the heat while I ring her doorbell? I would have ushered you straight into her 
home but I haven't spoken to her yet." 

The king nodded, and they all dragged themselves outside. The heat was like 
nothing Erec had experienced. His hair felt like it was melting and might 
explode into flames. He tried to speak, but his breath would not carry into the 
ovenlike temperature. But then his silver UnderWear suit puffed with cool air, 
blowing a steady stream up onto his face. He still felt warm but was amazingly 
comfortable. 

"How hot is it here?" he asked Jam. 


Jam's hair was blowing straight up from the cool breeze flowing from his 
UnderWear. "Probably a good hundred and seventy-five degrees, young sir. It 
can get up above two hundred in the summer." 

Erec looked around. "So, this is Aorth." He had never seen anything like it. 
Tall spires of a city rose all around him. He had expected Jam's aunt Salsa to live 
in a quiet village, but this place seemed packed with more skyscrapers than New 
York City. The buildings looked sharper, too. Most were pointed on top, with 
barbed spires projecting from their sides. When Erec looked closer, he could see 
that each building was one solid slab of stone stretching from the ground to what 
must have been a thousand feet in the air. Small gaps in the stones served as 
windows, which most of the rooms in the buildings did not have. The stone 
towers sloped just a little from the bottom to the tops, ending in long, 
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narrow funnels. They looked like gigantic stalagmites in a cave. 

All the giant rock formations along the busy, clustered streets would have 
given the city a Stone Age look, Erec thought, if not for the crowds of immense 
neon signs and glittering computerized advertisements hanging from all of the 
buildings. They made the billboards in New York's Times Square look dull. 
Sophisticated computer graphics flashed movie ads onto stone walls, strobe light 
images of products sparkled in the air, and holographic visions of celebrities 
danced down the streets, selling products to pedestrians. 

His siblings and mother were gazing around in wonder. The spectacle was 
almost too much to take in. Erec wondered why Alypium was so quaint 
compared to this. This must be King Pluto's taste, he thought, in contrast to King 
Piter's. In fact, this city did seem to fit King Pluto's brash, fast-talking 
personality. 

"Are all the parts of Aorth like this?" Erec asked Jam, remembering that there 
were cities under each of the continents of Earth. 

Jam nodded. "Quite. Well, Antarticorth is quieter. It is busy here. Not to my 
taste, exactly, but it's all what you're used to." He pushed one of the hundreds of 
buttons on a tall brass plaque attached to the entrance to a skyscraper, and a 
woman's voice called out. 

"It is Jam Crinklecut," he said. Erec wondered how many other people were 
named Jam, so that he had to use his last name too. "I've come for a stay with 
some friends, if it is okay with you, Aunt Salsa." 

A squeal issued from the speaker, then a loud buzzer made everyone jump. 
Jam opened the door and ushered Erec's family upstairs to his aunt's apartment. 
Cold air from the building rushed over them like a soothing lotion. The 
UnderWear suits stopped blowing air and flattened against their clothing again. 


Aunt Salsa looked nothing like Jam, making Erec wonder if they truly were 
related. She was round and comfy in a bright red sweater dress, with black spiky 
hair. But what caught his eye the most was 
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her love of jewelry. From her sparkling tiara all the way down to her jeweled 
shoes, Aunt Salsa was covered with pins, brooches, and necklaces of all sizes. 
The gems must have been fake, or they would have been too expensive for any 
one person to own. 

Jam's aunt scooped him up in her arms, squeezed him, and spun in a circle. 
Jam's face reddened, but Erec could tell he was pleased. 

"Oh, Jam dear. I'm so delighted that you could visit! If I only knew in 
advance, I would have cooked up a storm. But don't worry, I'll whip something 
together now. You don't know how much this means to me, visiting when it's not 
even a holiday! Your poor aunt gets so bored nowadays. And you brought your 
friends!" She surveyed the haggard crowd, then gasped when she noticed the 
king. "King . . . is this really the king . . ." She rushed to help him into a chair, 
then bowed to the floor. "Oh, forgive me, your majesty. I have only a very plain 
apartment, nothing compared to what you are used to." She bowed a few more 
times and then rushed into her kitchen, talking about preparing snacks. Jam 
followed her, and Erec could hear them happily arguing that the other should sit 
and rest, and let them do the cooking. 

Aunt Salsa won the argument at last, and Jam emerged from the kitchen with a 
sheepish grin. "I explained the situation to her, of course offering that we all stay 
in a hotel if she preferred. As I expected, she was delighted to have us stay here 
with her." He nodded to Erec. "Young sir, I suppose we should go right away and 
speak to the Fates? I know you are in a hurry." 

Nodding, Erec said good-bye to his mother and siblings. They headed out into 
the heat of Americorth North again, and then Jam pressed code numbers into 
their Port-O-Door, which had stuck itself on a stone wall nearby. The lighting 
seemed odd, somehow, glowing with a warm but almost fluorescent feel. Erec 
looked up and shuddered, seeing that the sun was amazingly close to them. 
Something 
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else was different about it too. A large face was filling it. 

Jam saw Erec shielding his eyes while trying to get a glimpse. "Don't worry, 
young sir. This sun will not hurt your eyes like the one we are used to. It's just a 
light source, really." 

As Erec relaxed, he realized that it was the face of King Pluto himself lighting 
the city. That struck him as funny, and he laughed. 


"Shh." Jam looked around. "Don't let anyone see you do that. The laws are 
fairly loose here, but anyone who disrespects the king can be punished by 
death." 

They climbed into the vestibule of the Port-O-Door. Could King Piter's 
brother have gotten this crazy from using his scepter so much? Or was it 
Baskania's influence on him that warped him more? "That sun is so close. Is that 
what is making the city so hot?" 

"No, sir. The cities of Aorth are a mile and a half under the ground. The earth's 
core heat does it." They closed the vestibule, opened the other door, and 
appeared back in King Piter's house. It felt great to be under the dome of the 
controlled, perfect weather of Alypium after that roasting blast. Jam and Erec 
took off their UnderWear suits. 

Jam went to pack some snacks for their quick trip. For a moment Erec worried 
that Mrs. Dumpling Smith might peek in on them, but then he remembered that 
she was only missing Danny and Sammy. She would only see the twins in 
Americorth North. 

Soon Jam came back. "Are you ready to go meet the Fates, young sir?" 

Light flashed outside, then flashed again. Erec looked out the window and saw 
a tall man taking pictures of the house and trying to spy inside. Slick strands of 
dark hair were badly combed over most of his bald head, and a monocle 
squeezed into one eye. He spotted Erec looking at him, and waved to him wildly, 
shouting, "Come out here right now, young man!" 
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Erec knew he had seen the man before, and he had a bad feeling about him. 
Going outside didn't seem like a good idea, but he raised the window a crack. 
"What do you want?" 

The man snapped a photograph of Erec through the window. "You hoodlum. 
This house is under investigation. It will soon be deemed illegal under the new 
rules of the Green House administration. There was no building warrant made 
for it, and there are rules about houses being built on castle property." 

"Castle property?" Erec was confused. "King Piter's castle is gone." 

The man sneered. "A new castle is being built very soon, right where the old 
one was. So your presence here is against the law, which makes you a criminal 
as well." 

A bad feeling crept over Erec. This house would not be safe for long. The 
Shadow Prince was pulling the strings of the government of Alypium, and they 
could cause a lot of trouble. 
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CHAPTER FIVE A Green House 


Investigation 


NSIDE THE PORT-O-DOOR, Jam poked the picture of the Temple of Apollo 
on the map of Delphi. Erec remembered a safe spot to put the door, in a grove of 
trees just a little ways off the path. Delphi might be a mystical place, but it was 
still a part of Upper Earth. If someone saw a door appear, and people walk out of 
it, they would probably call the police. 

The sun shone down on them from a vivid blue sky, but a cool breeze hit their 
faces. Erec was glad Jam had insisted they wear jackets. 
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It was in the low fifties, and after the furnaces of Aorth it felt even colder. 
They casually strolled away from the Port-O-Door onto the paths that wound up 
the hill. On top the Temple of Apollo had once stood in its full glory. 

Jam stuffed his hands into his pockets. "It's earlier here than in Alypium, 
young sir. Time change. Lucky it's not dark yet. And not too crowded today." 

Erec nodded. A few people walked near them toward the ruins--gleaming 
white columns and parts of ancient stone walls that were scattered around the 
paths. Cliffs dropped in deep reds and browns from trails that wound through 
stately olive groves. 

A hawk plummeted toward the ground in the distance, probably toward an 
unsuspecting field mouse. For a moment it made Erec nervous, like a warning to 
keep his eyes open. He reminded himself that he would soon be speaking 
directly to the three Fates. Could they tell him how to save Bethany? 

There were so many other things that he wanted to find out from the Fates. 
Maybe he'd get more information from them now. The only other time he had 
spoken to them, they had seemed willing to tell him anything he wanted to know. 
But, then again, King Piter had said they could be vague, too. Maybe he could 
find out where his birth mother was now. He had met Queen Hesti once when he 
traveled into his past and knew she was supposed to still be alive. He was 
relieved to know who his father was now, but it would be so nice to find his 
mother, too. 

He felt a pang of guilt. Was he wrong to want to find his birth mother? His 
adoptive mother, June, would always be his true mother. She had raised him. 
Would that make her feel pushed aside? 

Maybe he'd ask June when he saw her. She probably would understand. June 
had worked as one of his mother's nursemaids. Maybe June would like to see her 
again too. And his two missing siblings--the other triplets. 
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Erec almost stopped in his tracks. He had forgotten for a moment. Now he 
was sure who those other missing triplets were. No doubt they were Danny and 
Sammy. He strained to remember the little girl and boy he had met that time he 
traveled into his past. The girl had looked so familiar. It must have been Sammy. 

"Jam, do you think Danny and Sammy are my missing brother and sister?" 

Jam smiled. "I've been wondering that myself, young sir. It would seem 
likely." 

"And that's why Dumpling Smith is after them," Erec said. "Baskania must 
have found out about them, and he's sending people out to capture them." 

Jam thought a moment. "But, young sir, in that case, why are they not after 
you, as well?" 

"I don't know. Maybe he has other plans for me." Erec shuddered. 

"Possibly he expects you to come after Bethany, young sir." 

Erec shook off that thought. He had to rescue Bethany. Even if he was 
walking into a trap, how could he leave her in Baskania's clutches? He 
shuddered, remembering how she had looked in his vision, chained to a desk. He 
pictured that black band with little metal funnels around her head. He had to 
save her as fast as he could. 

For a moment, he almost laughed, thinking about the twelve quests he had 
been doing to become king. How insignificant they seemed now that Bethany 
was in danger. Who cared about being king, anyway? Let the Stain triplets have 
the stupid crowns. So what if they destroyed the Kingdoms of the Keepers? If 
Bethany was gone, Erec would walk away from it all anyway. 

They wandered off the paths and into the woods at the edge of the 
mountainside. Soon Erec found the bubbling Castilian Spring and followed it to 
the stone well that was the Oracle of Delphi. 
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Down below glimmered the smooth, dark waters. He squeezed his eyes shut. 
A wave of fear came over him. What if the Fates told him he was too late? What 
would he do? 

"How does young sir speak to the Fates here?" Jam glanced into the well, 
clutching his arms. Erec realized he was probably afraid as well. 

"I have to concentrate and bring out my dragon eyes." Erec raised an eyebrow. 
"So you might not want to look at me, if that creeps you out." 

"I think I can handle it, sir." 

Erec paused, looking into the well. He had forgotten what this would involve. 
It wasn't just rolling his dragon eyes forward that let him talk to the Fates. He 
had to use them in a way that he had not done in a long time. 


Only a medium or a psychic could conjure the Fates at this well. He had 
learned how to use his dragon eyes to see into the future, which classified him as 
a medium. That was exactly what he had to do now, in order to call the Fates to 
come to him. Looking into the future wasn't so hard for him, but the problem 
was that he could not control what he saw there. What if he saw something that 
he couldn't face? What if his vision showed Bethany dead? 

Every ounce of him wanted to walk away, to avoid seeing what lay ahead. But 
he couldn't do that. Instead Erec leaned over the well so the Fates would sense 
when he looked into the future. Only then would they come talk to him. He 
closed his eyes and concentrated on using the eyes of Aoquesth the dragon. 

Please, he asked himself, just this once, show me something good. I can't 
handle seeing terrible things happen now. Nothing bad about Bethany, 
especially. Just show me a happy time ahead. 

As he had been trained, he pictured himself walking into a small, dark room in 
his mind. After he adjusted to the feeling, a 
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calmness came over him. He visualized another room, blacker and smaller, 
within this first one, and he entered it, relaxing even more. Deep inside his own 
mind, he saw a small box set on a table. He was partly imagining it and partly 
feeling it as a real thing next to him. He could sense its presence more than see 
it. This box held all the knowledge of the universe that was inside him. Soon it 
would show him a piece of his future. It felt like a movie projector playing a 
random, surprise film. And he asked it to show him a happy ending. 

His fingers touched the box. It was humming, vibrant. Two windows hung on 
a wall before him, their shades pulled shut. They would be his eyes once he was 
ready to see what the box would show him. He felt for the small, soft cord that 
hung between them, took a breath, and pulled it. 

W ild applause and cheers shook the walls, and the floors vibrated from the 
dancing and celebration. O n two tall thrones before him, his brother and sister, 
D anny and Sammy, sat glowing. T hey wore tall, pointed crowns of gold, with 
diamonds and emeralds capping each tip. Sammy giggled, waving at the masses 
celebrating behind E rec. 

J une stood next to him and could not wipe the grin off of her face. " I sn't this 
wonderful? I thought this would never happen. N ow everybody knows!" 

E rec crossed his arms and nodded. " N ow we all know." A nd he knew 
everything would be better now. 

Overwhelmed, Erec backed out from the dark rooms in his mind. He could 
feel his eyes swivel in their sockets, sliding his dragon eyes 
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back into the darkness and bringing his normal blue eyes out. When he opened 
them, everything seemed so bright. He was looking down into the well, yet still 
processing what he had just seen. 

So, there was no doubt, then. Danny and Sammy were definitely the missing 
triplets, the other two slated to be king and queen. They would live, unharmed. 
They would be crowned king and queen. Maybe not at the same time that he 
was, but soon enough. When he thought about it, they didn't look much older 
than they were now. Sammy was wearing more makeup, he remembered, and her 
nose looked bigger, so maybe it was a few years from now. But they still were 
young. 

They had looked so happy. In Erec's vision, he had been filled with the feeling 
of everything being right. Maybe soon he would have companions on his quests. 
What a relief that would be. 

If Bethany was okay, that is. He wouldn't do any quests if she wasn't. 

Could that have been why only Danny and Sammy were sitting on the 
thrones? Did Erec drop out and stop doing quests, because something bad had 
happened to Bethany? 

No, he couldn't think about that. The thought flew out of his mind anyway, for 
the waters below him began to swirl. A rainbow of colors raced around the 
whirlpool. Hues Erec had never even seen before flashed through the water. 
Then, all at once, the water rose toward him, bubbling like a boiling stew. A 
moment later it was quiet again--dark like glass looking through into night. 

Erec gazed into the well. Would he have to call for the Fates? Did they know 
he was there? Feeling a little awkward, he spoke into the still waters. "Fates? Are 
you there? This is me... uh, Erec Rex." He glanced nervously at Jam and made 
a face. 

Wild shrieks issued from the well, turning into fits of giggles. They sounded 
like girls at a slumber party that had stayed up too late. "Look, you guys--no 
way! Erec's here!" "Oh, whoopee!" "I mean, like, 
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what a perfect way to end our gossip hour. Unh!" "It's our favorite hero." 
There was so much laughter, clapping, and hooting that Erec wondered if he 
would ever get a word in. 

He shouted over the noise. "Fates? I have to ask you something." 

The laughter after he spoke seemed to triple in volume, so they must have 
heard him. 

The voice that followed sounded ageless, warm, and yet just like a Valley girl. 
"Get that, Nona! Like, he like has to ask us something. Like we don't like know 
that, duh-uh." 

"Oh, sa-weet! I love this stuff, Decima. Let's shush up and hear him ask." 

The giggles piped down a bit, so Erec said, "My friend Bethany--I'm sure you 
know she's captured by Baskania. Is she going to be okay? She won't... ?" He 
felt his breath stop. This was the question he couldn't bear an answer to. 

A voice called out, "Well, like du-uh, of course she is going to die. I mean, 
come o-on. You have to know that, like, isn't it obvious?" 

Erec felt his heart stop. His hands froze onto the cold stones rimming the 
water. Their laughter seemed to grow stronger for some reason, but he couldn't 
think past what he had just heard. 

"You are so bad, Morta! I love it!" a voice cackled. "Oh, go on, tell him 
more." 

They were enjoying this, to Erec's disbelief. He could barely process what one 
of them said next. 

"Okay. Like, Bethany will die, your whole family will die, everyone you ever 
knew will die, you will die. Oh, yeah, and the whole world will die." She 
chuckled. 

The words entered Erec's mind like army ants, unstoppable regardless of the 
damage were doing. Why were the Fates so gleeful? Everyone would die? What 
would happen? This was too awful to think about. 
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A voice said, "Oh, stop it, girls. Look, we've made him all like upset and 
everything. Listen, kiddo. As if. Your friend Bethany, she isn't going to die, like, 
now. Well, that is, if you save her she totally won't. You do have a chance. And 
your family is fine. But, like, everyone dies eventually, right? I mean, like, you 
have to watch what you're asking us. We just told you the truth. Unh. Nobody 
lives forever." 

The haze of sorrow dropped from Erec's mind. So, everyone would be okay? 
Bethany would not die--at least now--if he was able to save her? A sense of 
purpose filled him again, along with a spark of anger. "So . . . you were just 


saying all that to upset me?" 

"Just having a little fun, worry wart. Stop taking everything so seriously. Blah, 
blah, blah. What a bore." The Fates sounded quieter, like they were fading away. 

"Wait! Sorry. How can I save Bethany from Baskania? He has a Draw on her. 
I heard those are unbreakable. Is his Draw as strong as the ones that the Furies 
use?" 

All sound stopped. Erec feared that the Fates had gone, but then he heard a 
solemn voice. 

"We don't like to think about our sisters locked away in Tartarus." 

Erec looked into the well, panicked that they would not help him. "S-sorry I 
brought it up. Can you help me? Please? How I can save Bethany with that Draw 
on her?" 

The voice that answered echoed quietly, no longer sounding like a chirpy teen. 
"I shall tell him." There was a pause. "Of the many things you could do, only 
one will work. In this order: You must first find the man with the magnet and ask 
him to use it on Bethany. Second, you must do most of your next quest. Only 
then must you find Bethany. Feed her a sip of dragon blood. That will break the 
Draw. Baskania is not able to make it as strong as our sisters could. Good luck, 
Erec Rex." 
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Erec recited the steps in his head, frantic to remember until he saw Jam jotting 
in a notebook. 

"Most of my next quest? Not all of it?" 

One of the Fates giggled. "You'll understand later." 

Relieved, Erec sighed. "Thank you so much. I'll do those things right away." 

"If you love Bethany, you'll do them as soon as you can." The voice began to 
giggle and chirp. "But, like, if you love your father, then you won't." 

"What?" Erec was tired of being confused, but he was so grateful for their 
help, he didn't dare to complain. "My father wants Bethany safe too. He wants 
me to rescue her." 

"Like, fer sure. But he also wants to stay alive, like, a little while longer. 
Totally up to you. Whatever." 

"What? My dad is in danger?" 

"Oh, like, only if you call dying being in danger." 

This was the last thing Erec expected to hear. "Why is he dying? What can I 
do?" 

"I mean, like, isn't it obvious? I mean, totally. What was keeping him alive for 
five hundred years? A good diet?" 

The answer was obvious to Erec immediately. The magic of King Piter's 


scepter gave him a life much longer than normal mortals. It even gave the people 
near to him longer lives. When the king had been put under a spell, hypnotized 
for ten years, the scepter must have been near enough to him to keep him alive-- 
even though not in the best condition. But now it was gone. Erec had sent it 
away, and he could not bring it back by himself. How long would the king last 
without it? His age was probably catching up with him by the moment. 

He had to get back to his father and figure out how to save him--and fast. 
"Bye. Uh, thanks!" 
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"Good luck!" The Fates' voices were fading into the distance. 

"Wait, come back!" Erec shouted into the well. "How do I save my father? 
How much time do I have? How long will Bethany be okay?" 

A few more murmurs bubbled up before the water grew quiet. Erec thought he 
heard one of the Fates complaining, ". . . wants us to tell him, like, everything. 
As if. He is so not using his head today." 
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CHAPTER SIX A Sister's Help 


AM'S HANDS TREMBLED. He looked as shaken up as Erec felt. "Young sir. 
I ... we should go back to the king. What can we do? I should know--I'm 
supposed to be prepared." Jam dropped his face into his hands. Even though his 
magical gift was being prepared, Erec knew that some things were impossible to 
be ready for. 
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Jam paused. "Unless young sir feels it more important to help Bethany than 
the king?" He looked terrified to hear the answer. 

"No, we need to help him first. He looked really bad. And it sounds like 
Bethany will be okay for a little longer." Erec hoped he was right. "But what can 
we do?" 

There was one obvious solution to the problem. Jam could say to him, "You 
are ready to use the scepter once again," and it would appear in his hands. He 
would just have to hand it over to the king again. Simple. 

Or maybe not so simple. He wasn't sure. The more Erec thought about it, 
though, the more appealing it began to seem. Maybe he could put a spell on the 
king and keep him alive forever. If he just held it again, and could feel its 
warmth, its strength. He could use its power to become strong and take care of 
everything. 

"Young sir?" Jam looked relieved. "I know what we need to do. He must go 
stay with Queen Posey. Being near her scepter, in her castle, should keep him 


young and strong. At least until he is able to be with his own scepter again." 

Erec wanted to argue. His way was better! He could fix it all if he just held the 
scepter once again. The king would never get it back. It was Erec's now. 

Then, like a slap in the face, he realized that his cravings were taking over his 
mind again. Jam was perfectly right. The king's sister would be glad to help, and 
Piter would enjoy the visit. 

"Thanks, Jam. Great advice--as usual." 

Jam grabbed Erec's sleeve and yanked him along the path. "Please hurry, 
young sir. We don't know how much time is left." 

Erec sprinted behind Jam back down the path toward the Port-O-Door. Sunny- 
faced tourists wandered past them, happily admiring the scenery, unaware of the 
terrible danger. Erec was 
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amazed how fast Jam's fingers flew over the Port-O-Door maps in the 
vestibule, directing the door right into the living room of his Aunt Salsa's 
apartment in Americorth North. 

After a quick rap for politeness, Jam opened the door to his aunt's heavily air- 
conditioned apartment. It felt so strange to Erec that in just a few steps he had 
moved from Europe to a land far underneath the earth's surface. Everyone 
shouted hellos, and little Zoey threw her arms around his legs, almost tripping 
him. 

Aunt Salsa was bustling about, serving homemade cookies to Danny, Sammy, 
Nell, Trevor, and Zoey while talking to June. King Piter was asleep in a chair. He 
looked crumpled, as if his bones had shrunk. "There you two are!" she called 
out. "Come have some cinna-berry cookies. It's my mother's recipe." 

Jam raced to King Piter's side. In another minute the king was stretched out on 
the couch, surrounded by pillows. "He's so light now, young sir." Erec pulled a 
blanket over the king. 

"Is everything okay?" June looked concerned. "I didn't want to wake him. It 
seemed like he needed a nap.” She put a hand on Erec's head and whispered, 
"Did you find out about Bethany?" 

He nodded, but pointed at the king. "He's in danger without the scepter here. 
He has to go stay with Queen Posey right away." 

June's face turned pale. "I never thought about that. He's so old... . I know 
what you're saying.” 

Jam rested a hand on the king's shoulder and gently shook it. "Wake up, sire." 

The king's eyes fluttered, but only opened a trace. "Yes, Jam?" His voice was 
like a wisp of smoke. 

"We must call your sister, sire. Right away. It's urgent--for your life." 


King Piter did not seem to understand. 

"Sire. Call Queen Posey, now. She must come get you." 
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The king barely nodded, then shuffled under the blanket Erec had placed on 
him. Jam helped him draw an arm out, and the king made some motions in the 
air with his finger. He gestured a few more times before his hand sank back 
down. "I can't, Jam." He panted for breath. "I'm too weak. My powers seem... . 
gone... ." The king's eyes began to close. 

In a flash, Jam was speaking into his own finger, then putting it in his ear. 

"That looks funny." Zoey giggled. "Is Jam pretending to talk on the phone?" 

"No," Erec explained. "He has a tiny cell phone in his finger." 

Jam was murmuring urgently. ". . . don't understand. I need Queen Posey 
immediately, for King Piter. I can not leave a message. . . . No, her closest 
attendant would be best. The matter is highly urgent. . . . I see. Well, the king is 
right here. We will wait until the queen herself may speak to us. And remember, 
I would not want to be the servant who took too long and caused something 
terrible to happen to the queen's brother." 

In a few moments, Jam fell to his knees. Erec worried that he was hurt, but 
then he heard him say, "Yes, my Queen. He is quite sick without his scepter. We 
spoke to the Fates at the Oracle in Delphi, and they said you must take him with 
you. Your scepter will keep him alive. Thank you. We will see you there, in one 
minute." 

Jam shook his hand and announced, "The queen will take care of King Piter. 
She will come through her Port-O-Door to meet him in his home. That will be 
quicker than explaining where Aunt Salsa lives, or for us to try to find her in her 
castle." He easily lifted the king into his arms, the blanket still covering him. 
"He's getting lighter and lighter." 

The king shuffled a tiny bit, then gave up. His head hung straight back, chin 
up, and an arm hung loosely to the floor. 
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Erec followed them into the Port-O-Door vestibule. "We'll be back soon." 

"Do you two need help?" June said. 

"No, we're okay. You can stay here with Danny and Sammy." 

Jam's Aunt Salsa shuffled over and slid a cinna-berry cookie in Erec's hand. 
"Take this with you, dear." 

Erec took a bite of the amazingly good cookie. "Thanks." He pulled the door 
shut and opened the other door that led straight back into the king's home in 
Alypium. Jam rested the king on a soft couch--the same one where Bethany had 
lain a few months ago when she was caught in one of Baskania's spells. Erec 


reddened slightly as he remembered how his kiss had woken her. 

A few seconds later, a thin wooden door appeared in the wall. Out of it strode 
a tall, beautiful woman with dark, flowing hair. Her dress was almost scalelike: a 
shimmering aqua that draped her slender figure with greens and shadows that 
seemed to slink through the material. On her head sat a gleaming silver crown, 
and she held her scepter, which looked very much like the king's, in her hand. 

Erec noticed the three dark, thin lines under each of her eyes. They made her 
look tired, but he recognized them as the same Instagills he had in his own 
wrists. With them he could breathe underwater. He and Bethany had won them 
in Queen Posey's Sea Search contest. 

At the same moment, a crowd of people appeared at the window. A hand was 
pointing in, then waving, and people were peering in. Some huge objects 
whizzed through the sky toward the window--at first they looked like 
humongous birds. As they landed in the grass, Erec could see that they were 
people flying, likely with the aid of magical heli powder. 

The queen rushed to her brother's side and put a hand on his 
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forehead. "Oh, dear Piter. Look at you." She hugged him and rested her 
scepter over his blanket. 

The king's eyes slowly opened. "I'm feeling much better already, Posey. Thank 
you for coming." 

The queen smiled. "You just needed a sister's help." She startled when fists 
began to pound on the window. "Who is that?" 

"I think they work with President Inkle at the Green House,” Erec said. "One 
of those guys was looking in the windows earlier today. He wanted to arrest me 
for just being here." 

"Maybe he recognized you, young sir." Jam frowned. "That could be why he's 
back--to hand you over to Baskania." 

Queen Posey looked at the men through the window. "Have they no respect? 
I'll take care of them for you." 

Her chin made a quick jerk and they disappeared. Then she tapped her scepter 
on the floor once. 

"What happened?" Erec looked out of the window. The men were standing 
fifty yards away now. 

"I put a water wall around the house and gardens," she said calmly. "It will 
keep everyone away." 

Erec could not see the thin stream of water until one of the men tried to step 
over it. A huge wave shot up from the earth, knocking him up into the air, then 
flat on his back. 


The queen eyed Erec up and down. She slowly said, "Erec Rex. I just can't 
believe it's really you. I'm so glad you're alive." 

Suddenly Erec made a strange connection: Queen Posey was his aunt. He had 
areal aunt, and she was here right now. He bit his lip, wondering if he should 
give her a hug, or shake her hand. 

They stared at each other until finally Queen Posey grabbed Erec and gave 
him a huge squeeze. "Erec. I'm sorry I didn't recognize you before." 
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"Thanks, Queen Posey. Should I call you . .. Queen Posey, then?" 

"Nonsense. Call me Aunt Posey. Just like you once did." She asked the king, 
"Do you want me to move your house into Ashona?" 

"No, dear. It needs to stay where it is for now. I'm afraid I won't be able to 
guard it myself, however. If I'm here without the scepter much longer, I'll just 
fade away." He chuckled sadly. 

"Well, let's take care of you," Posey said firmly. "No worries. The house can 
be dealt with later. I'll take you to visit with me awhile. Erec, would you like to 
come too? And you..." 

"Jam Crinklecut, your highness." Jam bowed low. "Thank you so graciously 
for coming to help so soon." 

"Of course. Jam, you saved my brother's life. You are welcome in my 
kingdom anytime. And Erec, why don't you come spend time with us? I'd love to 
get to know my nephew better." 

Erec tried to smile. "That would be great, but we need to help my friend 
Bethany. She's been captured." 

The king raised his eyebrows, and Erec told him what had happened with the 
Fates. 

King Piter sat up on the couch, puzzled. "The man with the magnet? I have no 
idea who that could be. Maybe I should come with you. If I had my old scepter 
back . . ." His voice trailed off and he looked sheepish. "Look at me, letting my 
desires speak for me. My place is to stay in Ashona until either you or I am able 
to be near my old scepter safely. If I feel I am ready, I'll let you know. Tell me, of 
course, when it returns to you." He smiled. 

"I wish I knew who this man with a magnet was." Queen Posey crossed her 
arms. "I'll ask everyone at home. If he lives in Ashona, you will soon know." She 
looked at her brother. "Are you ready?" 

"As ever." 

Jam helped the king up. He looped an arm around his sister, they walked to 
her Port-O-Door, and with a slight splash it disappeared. 
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Erec looked out the window. The sun was setting, leaving a hazy pink aura 
over the open field behind his father's house. The men had gone away, but they 
would probably be back with reinforcements. Erec wondered if Baskania would 
figure out a way through the water wall. At the least it would show the Alypian 
people that the king still had some power--unless they realized the water wall 
was Queen Posey's trademark. 

A red smudge in the grass caught his eye. It looked like the snail Oscar had 
been using. Erec went to pick it up. 

Dear Erec, 

I heard some news about Bethany, but I'm not sure that you'll like it. At least 
she is alive. She's a prisoner in Baskania's fortress in Jakarta, in Upper Earth. It's 
his top-security complex, where he keeps the people and things that are most 
important to him. That place is totally locked up with spells and armed guards. 

I don't know, Erec. I'm sure you want to rush in there and save her, but it 
sounds like if you did you'd just be locked right up alongside her. I know 
Bethany would rather have you free than be a prisoner next to her. 

This next part is really hard to write. Baskania is scanning through Bethany's 
brain. He's trying to find out where the key is to teach him about the Final 
Magic. He's already given her a bunch of tests, but they didn't turn up anything. 
If he runs out of other ideas, he's going to take her brain out and see if his 
scientists can figure out where the message is hidden. 

82 

I was thinking about going there myself, but there's no way I could get to her. 
I don't know what to do. If you need me for anything at all, though, I'm here for 
you. 

Your pal, 

Oscar 

It felt like rocks filled the inside of Erec's stomach. The enormity of what he 
had to do hit him like a bullet. Bethany had been captured by their worst enemy. 
Even if Erec did everything that the Fates told him to do, in the right order, how 
would he ever get her out of Baskania's prison? 

He silently thanked the Fates for telling him how to go about saving her, but 
he was still terrified that he wouldn't succeed. What if there was more he had to 
get right and he didn't figure it out? If he had to climb the steepest, ice-covered 
cliff, if he had to swim through boiling tar pits, Erec was ready to do whatever 
lay ahead. 

With his blood boiling and no clue what to do next, he felt frantic. What he 
wanted the most was to find Bethany immediately, to go straight into Baskania's 


fortress in Jakarta and demand to see her. 

Just what Baskania would want him to do, of course. The only reason he was 
still keeping Bethany alive at all might be to capture Erec. 
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CHAPTER SEVEN Magnet Mountain 


HINK. FIND THE man with the magnet. Find the man with the magnet. 

King Piter had no clue who it could be. Queen Posey was going to ask around 
Ashona, but she had never heard of him. Could it be someone in Aorth? Or in 
Otherness--the wilds where untamed magical creatures roamed? 

Jam stared at the notes he had jotted down as if he were wondering the same 
thing. He sighed. "Should we perchance look 
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for a magnet store? Not sure if there even is such a thing. Maybe a magic shop 
would know if there was a magnet specialist." He looked doubtful. 

"We can look on the MagicNet. I'll search for 'magnet man’ or 'man with 
magnet’ and see what comes up." 

"Great idea, young sir," Jam said, relieved. "Let's do that straightaway." 

Jam led him to King Piter's MagicNet screen in a large sitting room. "Search, 
please. Eight on one." 

A woman's face appeared, lighting the screen. Her left eyebrow and the hair 
on her left side was blond and pulled into a tight ponytail along with the black 
hair on her right side. "May I help you, sirs?" 

"Quite." Jam looked at Erec. 

"We're looking for a man with a magnet. Or the man with the magnet. 
Whatever that is." Erec hoped that made sense. 

The woman nodded briskly. Eight boxes appeared on the screen, each with a 
merchant inside. Seven were men, and in the bottom right corner was a woman 
in a black pointed hat and a crooked nose. Erec had bought something from her 
before online, he remembered, for a blasting potion he once made. They all 
looked at him attentively. He was surprised none of them were shouting out, 
hawking their wares, but then again his request had been pretty strange. 

"We need to find a man with a magnet," Erec said. 

Several of the vendors immediately waved magnets in front of their screens. 
"Nice magnet here. This one's a food magnet. It has a special attraction for 
sweets and snacks. Whisks 'em right off the tables when you walk by at 
restaurants--well worth your money. Only five Bils." 

"This one's the best you can find. It's a health magnet--good for 
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whatever ails you. Sucks the health right away from people around you. You 
can live a long time with this beaut. Um . . . three gold rings, of course." 

Another man waved a thick gray block. "I've a strong magnet. And for you it's 
only one Bil. Very unique--this one picks up metal objects. Isn't that interesting?" 

"Five gold rings here for this money magnet. Bring it to a bank and you'll 
make your money back in one day." 

Other vendors waved their products around, excited. But the woman in the 
comer narrowed her eyes. "And you only want to buy this from a man? Because 
I assure you, my wares are top of the line. Only the best magnets in my bunch. 
Any kind you want." 

"No, no." Erec held his hand up. "I don't want to buy a magnet. I want the man 
with the magnet." 

Silence fell over the vendors as they processed this. "Aha!" The woman 
grinned so hard that a wart on her cheek touched the one on her eyelid. "I've got 
it." She reached out of her window and pointed into the screen next to her where 
a man held a magnet in his hand. "Here's a man with a magnet for you. Just one 
silver shire and there he is." She rubbed her hands together. 

The man looked over at her with a groan. The other vendors started pointing 
at each other, trying to both outbid their neighbors and sell them at the same 
time. 

"Wait! Stop. I don't just want some man with a magnet.” Erec thought hard, 
trying to narrow down his question. "Do any of you know a man who makes 
magnets... or sells only magnets? Like someone who owns a magnet shop?" 

One of the vendors disappeared, leaving a blank screen in his place. He must 
have thought it was not worth wasting his time, and Erec didn't blame him. 
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"Well," a man in a tall hat said cautiously, "I bought this jewelry magnet from 
a factory that specializes in magnets. You'll find it works very well." 

"Where is that?" Erec said. "Is that factory owned by a man?" 

Another screen went blank. 

"Listen, sonny," the woman said. "We've all had a terrible week here. 
Everything that's happened with the clowns is really hurting our business. So if I 
were you, I'd buy a big bag of magnets now before all of our shops close down 
for good." She smiled. "Can I help you, then?" 

"What happened with the clowns?" Erec had been to a clown colony once. He 
had no idea how they could have any impact on the MagicNet shops. 

She rolled her eyes. "Don't you know anything, boy? The clowns in Otherness 
supply most of our magical herbs and about half of our other supplies as well. 
And now they're all in chaos. The Clown Fairy is gone. Vanished, they say. 


Maybe dead. And without her they won't last long, they won't. Nothing is 
keeping the clowns under control any more. They're just wandering wild. So, no 
more herbs, potions, or much else unless she reappears." 

Jam looked pale. "That's impossible. The Clown Fairy is immortal. She can't 
be dead." 

"That's what I thought," the woman said. "But if she was alive, she'd be 
reigning over her people now, wouldn't she?" 

This story was interesting, but not what Erec needed to find out. "Thanks for 
the info. Look, I'll pay for information from anyone who can help me. I'm 
supposed to find 'the man with the magnet.’ I don't know who it is, but someone 
who owns a really powerful magnet, I think, that can attract people to him. Or 
maybe just any kind of super-strong magnet. Any ideas?" 

The remaining vendors leaned forward, scratching chins and ears and 
muttering to themselves. 
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"You must be looking for Magnet Mountain," the man in the tall hat said 
grudgingly. "That place has the strongest magnets I know. I get some there 
myself." 

Of course, Erec thought. The vendor wouldn't have told him about his 
competitor unless he was getting paid for it. Magnet Mountain sounded like 
exactly where he needed to go. "Thanks. That's perfect." 

Jam pulled some silver coins from one of the many pockets in his vest. 

"Wait!" the woman shrieked. "That's not it. I've heard of a man who has a 
magnet. A really powerful one. He lives in... um, Cinnalim. Yeah, that's it." 
She held her hand out for money triumphantly. 

"I don't think so," the man with the hat said. "I know who you're talking about. 
That's just some guy who bought a magnet. And guess where he bought it from? 
Magnet Mountain. That's the place you want." He tapped his open palm for 
payment. 

"Well, that 'guy' is a man," the woman fired back. "And he has a magnet. 
That's what you are looking for, right?" She signaled to her hand for money. 

"So, I'm a man, and I have a magnet too." The man's voice rose. "I gave you 
the best advice here. Magnet Mountain is the only place that makes strong 
magnets. She knows that too." 

"Kind sir, modom." Jam put a handful of silver coins in each of their hands. 
"Thank you both so much for your help. Could you please tell us the locations of 
these places?" 

Peace and satisfaction took over the expressions of both vendors. The man 
said, "Magnet Mountain is in the Outskirts of Alypium, right by the Citadel of 


Clouds on the north border. Ask around--people will know where it is. They hire 
a lot of folks down there." 

The woman nodded. "And the man is in Cinnalim. I've heard he's made quite a 
nice place for himself there." 

"What is his name?" Erec said. 
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She scrunched her nose. "Damon, I think? Something like that. I can't 
remember exactly." 

Erec immediately thought of Damon Stain, one of Baskania's cloned triplets, 
but he knew that it must be someone else. "Thanks." 

Jam shook his head after they left the room. "I just can't believe the Clown 
Fairy is missing. It doesn't make sense." 

"Is she the ruler of the clowns?" 

"More like their guardian protector. But she's been their ruler, too, for the last 
ten years. So this is a catastrophe for them." 

"Why was she their ruler for ten years?" 

Jam hesitated. "Baskania's followers killed their old rulers. It was terrible. 
That happened at the same time so many people were murdered here in 
Alypium, in King Piter's castle. Baskania was hoping to take over everywhere at 
once." He clucked. "It makes me worry that Baskania did something to the 
Clown Fairy. But I thought that was impossible. She is not only immortal, but 
unholdable. That is, even if he did catch her by surprise, there is no place he 
could keep her where she could not escape." 

Baskania, Erec thought. Always the cause of every problem. He took a breath 
and said, "We have no time to waste." 

Jam stopped Erec from running straight to the Port-O-Door. "Young sir, it's 
getting late, and you haven't eaten a thing. Shall we go to Magnet Mountain or 
Cinnalim in the morning?" 

"We can't wait that long. Bethany is in danger." 

Jam looked out the window and said quietly, "I'm not sure that the man with 
the magnet will want to see us at nighttime. And where would we sleep? I think 
Bethany will be all right for a day or two more. After all, this is the path the 
Fates told us that we should take." 

Erec mulled over that thought. Jam offered to pack backpacks 
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for their trip now, so that they could leave immediately when they woke up. 
"You never know how long we might be gone, young sir. Best to be prepared." 

Erec followed Jam to the kitchen, where he weighed an identical silver tray in 
each hand. Erec immediately recognized his favorite magical object--Jam's 


Serving Tray. It conjured delicious versions of any food that someone asked for, 
the perfect thing to take on a trip. The other one was a gift Bethany had received 
from some fun-loving druids. It was also a Serving Tray, only it made spoiled, 
disgusting versions of foods. 

"Bethany had these both out, and I'm not sure which is which." Jam turned 
them over and found them identical. "Let's see. Give me an apple, please." On 
one tray appeared a red ripe apple that gleamed in the light shining in from the 
window. On the other was a pile of brown sludge with worms and black beetles 
in it. "Right." Jam threw out the rotten apple, wiped that tray clean, and taped a 
label onto it. "I don't see why Bethany would want to keep this." 

"I think it's pretty cool, actually. Never know when it could come in handy." 
Erec laughed. "It can make food that looks just as good as the real thing if you 
want it to." 

Sniffing, Jam stuffed the good Serving Tray into his pocket. He fished two 
large pink erasers from a drawer. "I'll put a food eraser and a taste-erase by this 
other tray, just in case someone uses it by accident and gets an unpleasant 
surprise." 

Erec wondered if this place would stop amazing him. "A taste-erase. I could 
have used that when I was little." 

They ate a huge meal, courtesy of the Serving Tray, although Erec could tell 
that Jam was slightly uncomfortable not having prepared it himself. Erec chose 
spaghetti with meatballs, pizza slices with mushrooms, green peppers, and more 
meatballs, sweet potato with marshmallow on top, and chocolate cream pie. Jam 
had salad 
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and some kind of fish. Erec caught Jam eyeing his mounds of food. "Do you 
want some?" 

Jam turned slightly pink. "Oh--no, sir. No. But thank you." 

Erec had not realized how hungry he was. Before, he hadn't been able to eat a 
thing. But now that he was on a mission, with some direction about how to save 
Bethany, he felt so much better. Thank goodness she was alive--even though the 
Fates had scared him there for a while. 

With a full stomach and high hopes, Erec went to sleep. 

Backpacks on, in the Port-O-Door, they stared at the map choices. 

"Which should we try first, Jam? Magnet Mountain?" 

"I do think so, young sir. The unknown man in Cinnalim sounds. . ." 

"Random?" 

"Yes, sir. Random." Jam smiled. 

After traveling such great distances, it felt almost strange to be going 


somewhere close, right outside Alypium. When Jam pushed the white square on 
the screen, a map popped up with the Outskirts surrounding Alypium on all 
sides, just outside the Citadel of Clouds--the tall wall of cloud that surrounded 
and protected Alypium proper. Jam pointed to the northern border and Erec saw 
a square building labeled MAGNET MOUNTAIN, which looked nothing like a 
mountain at all. 

"That was easy to find." Erec parked the Port-O-Door in an outside wall of the 
building. They stepped out into a crisp day. Light streamed over imposing cliffs 
and gleamed through fir trees onto the run-down streets and buildings around 
them. The magnificent surroundings only made the Outskirts look more shabby. 
Hunched figures walked in front of boarded-up windows, throwing shifty 
glances in their direction. 

Jam stood a little closer to Erec. In a hushed voice he said, "We 
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should be careful, here, young sir. I've heard of countless crimes committed in 
the Outskirts. Not a choice location." 

A block away, a white wall of cloud extended high into the sky and ran in both 
directions as far as the eye could see. White vapors swirled within it, but they 
did not float away. 

"Can people walk through the Citadel of Clouds?" 

"No, young sir. You go through passageways, but those have checkpoints. 
Buses can go through, and people with permits. Otherwise it's impenetrable." 

Unlike its name, the Magnet Mountain looked like a skinny, rundown factory 
with tarry blue-black smoke sputtering from several chimneys. Tall doors filled a 
narrow arch at the front. Erec glanced at Jam hopefully, then pulled one of the 
heavy, creaky doors open. 

A rancid odor rose to meet them as they walked into the dimly lit front room. 
People walked past, carrying boxes on their backs and chests. One of them spit 
on the floor when he saw Erec, then walked on. 

"Do you think he knows who I am?" Erec said. 

"I doubt it, young sir. Probably just his way of saying hello." 

Their eyes adjusted to the dark interior of the factory. Boxes were stacked on 
shelves that seemed to stretch up to the tall ceilings. This appeared to be the 
warehouse part of the building. Erec guessed the magnets were made in the 
back. 

They wandered around until Jam pointed at an open door leading into a 
brighter lit room. At first Erec was relieved to hear voices coming from the 
room, but when he got closer he was sorry that he did. Someone was getting 
fired, or at least screamed at for doing something wrong. 


Erec peeked into the open doorway and saw a small man shaped like a jiggly 
beach ball with stick limbs and a sour face screaming at a filthy factory worker. 

"And that wasn't all, was it? I told you never to bring the magnet 
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magnets into the storage rooms. How many times did I tell you, Billy? How 
many? More than the number of brain cells in that stupid head of yours. Of 
course that's not too many at all, is it? Since the day I brought your sorry hide 
into my factory, I've been telling you that the magnet magnets can never come in 
here. They go straight into their silver cases. And what do you do the minute I 
step away for one second? You bring a box of them in here. 

"Now maybe you finally understand why you need to listen to me. You made 
a huge mess. All of our new assortments flew straight into the magnet magnets. 
Brilliant. You think I'm going to pay to clean up this mess? To order and replace 
all these mixed-up magnets? Oh, no, Billy. Your pay is being docked. You'll have 
to work for free for five months to make up what you owe now." 

"B-but I can't afford that," Billy stammered. 

"You know my friends on the street?" The short man kicked his feet up onto 
his desk. "Unless you want to get to know them better, you'll shut up and do 
what I say. Now get out of here." He spit over his shoulder. 

Billy, tears in his eyes, shoved past Erec, almost knocking him over. Once he 
was gone, the short man at the desk noticed the newcomers. His eyes narrowed. 
"Get in here, you two. And who would you be?" 

Jam elbowed Erec's side in warning, but the last thing Erec was going to do 
was tell this guy his real name. He would probably call for Baskania in a 
heartbeat if he thought he could collect a reward for catching Erec Rex. "Just 
shoppers," he said. "Do you have any really strong magnets?" 

The man relaxed in his chair. A sick grin spread over his face like an infection. 
"You've come to the right place. We don't usually get customers in the factory. 
You can find our deluxe magnets in many fine stores. But I'm happy to help you 
right here." He rubbed 
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his hands together. "Any certain type of magnet you'd like?" 
"Well . . ." Erec wasn't sure how to explain, as the clue did not make sense to 


him. "I'd be curious if you had any people magnets. To attract people. Or if you 
know a man that has one." 
"I see." The man's grin grew until his pointed teeth showed. "You want to 
attract a certain person, eh? A girl, maybe? Or is it a lost friend? An enemy? 
No, Erec thought. I don't want to attract someone with the magnet. I just want 
someone who has the magnet. "I don't have a plan for it. Actually, I'm more 


interested in who you've sold one to. Are there many magnets like that floating 
around?" 

The man's smile crumpled. "I see," he growled. "You're not here to buy, you're 
here to spy. Is that it? Afraid one of your enemies bought a person magnet here?" 

Jam pulled a gold ring out of his pocket and the man gulped, staring at it. "Not 
at all, kind sir. Nothing like that at all. We're here to buy. Either a magnet or your 
advice, that is all." 

"But of co-ourse." The man's voice sounded snakelike. "Call me Bill, by the 
way. I'm so pleased to give you any advice you want. And if you have two of 
those"--he pointed toward the gold ring coin--"I'll be able to give you the best 
advice I have." 

"Of course, Bill, sir." Jam produced another gold ring coin, making Bill nearly 
drool. 

A dirt-crusted worker stuck his head into the room. "Excuse me, sir, but there's 
a problem down in the--" 

"Shut it, Billy," Bill roared. "Can't you see that I'm busy here? Use your eyes, 
since you don't have a brain. Now get out of here." 

Erec could not help but point. "His name was Billy? Wasn't the other guy in 
here named Billy... ?" 

"Yes." The sick smile spread over Bill's cheeks. "All of my workers are called 
Billy when they are here--after me, of course. They're all 
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like parts of me, you see, running around, doing what I want them to do." 

Erec shuddered. He could not wait to get out of this awful place. 

Jam seemed to understand. "Sir. Please, for these coins. Who has bought the 
most powerful person magnet that you've sold?" 

Bill put a finger on his chin and pursed his lips. "Well, recently there was a 
young woman in love with a man who couldn't stand her. I gave her one of my 
specials." He raised his eyebrows as if that might be good enough. 

"Well, sir, we were looking for a man who bought a person magnet. Do they 
come in different strengths, maybe?" 

"No. I get all my complicated magnets imported from the clowns. Of course, 
the recent clown problems have driven prices up quite a bit." 

"Have you ever ordered a stronger person magnet from somewhere else?" 

"No." Bill was beginning to look angry again. "I think it's time to pay me 
those ring coins now. My advice is done." 

Jam dropped the coins in Bill's chunky palm and produced one more. "Think 
hard for me, sir. Do you know anyone, anywhere, who has an especially strong 
person magnet?" 


Bill's eyes lit up again, staring at the new gold coin. "Of course, mister. There 
is that one guy. You know. He's famous for that magnet--at least in my circles. 
He won't sell it, though, so don't even try. It works too well for him." 

Erec caught Jam with a glance. "What's his name?" 

"Oh, man. What was it? I used to just call him 'the man with the magnet.’ Oh, 
yeah. Danen Nomad is his name. Moved to Cinnalim recently, I heard." 

Jam dropped the coin into Bill's hand and thanked him. 

"Come back soon. I've got a lot more advice where that came 
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from." Bill jangled his coins greedily. Then he flicked an eyebrow up. "Hey, 
how much more money you got with you?" 

"That was about it, kind sir. We really must be leaving now." 

"No, wait. You can't leave without buying a magnet. They're real cheap. One 
more gold ring and you can have any you want in the whole place." 

Erec knew he could get magnets for a few Bils online, or at most some silver 
shires. "I don't think so." 

Bill jumped up and blocked the door, determined to get their last coin before 
they left. "I'll be insulted. You came all the way here, bothered me for my help. 
Now buy a stinkin’ magnet, all right?" 

Jam held up a hand. "I only have a few shires left, sir. Is there a magnet you 
recommend?" 

"Yeah, sure." Bill held his fat fist out. "Get a luck magnet. You might need it." 
He yelled into the storeroom to a young man walking by in a yellow hard hat. 
"Hey, Billy. Get this gentleman a luck magnet. Our very best." He chuckled as if 
sharing an inside joke with himself. 

Billy came back holding a box out far in front of him. He turned it over and 
dumped a silver horseshoe-shape magnet into Jam's hands like he couldn't get rid 
of it fast enough. 

"All right," Bill said. "You can leave now. You know where to come if you 
need any more help." He sat back in his chair and crossed his arms over his 
beach ball stomach, a look of amusement on his face. 

A black bat screeched out of nowhere and straight into Jam's face, knocking 
him onto his back. Erec could not believe how many things rolled out of Jam's 
pockets, including several more gold rings. 

"Well, look at that," Bill said. "Let me help you pick those up." 

Jam winced and struggled to sit while Bill rooted through his things on the 
floor. They were disappearing before Erec's eyes. 
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"Cut that out." Erec grabbed the Serving Tray and handed it to Jam, and he 


picked the silver luck magnet off the floor. In a moment Jam seemed better and 
stuffed the other things back into his pockets. 

Bill squinted at Erec and grinned. "Well, well. I don't know why I didn't 
recognize you before. It's Erec Rex. Right here in my very own shop. What a 
prize for me, eh? I'm sure I can get quite a reward out for turning you in-- 
everyone knows that the Shadow Prince is after you. Heh heh heh." He shook his 
index finger, put it to his mouth, and spoke in the cell phone planted there. 
"Green House, please. This is Bill at Magnet Mountain. I've got a fugitive here. 
Yup, you heard me right. His name is Erec Rex." 
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CHAPTER EIGHT Cinnalim 


REC AND JAM took one look at each other and then ran from the room. 

"Stop them!" Bill screamed at several workers. He stabbed a button on his 
desk. "Two fugitives are trying to escape the warehouse. A boy and a... a butler. 
Stop them now!" 

They had a clear shot to the front doors, but men trotted out of the warehouse 
aisles and blocked them. Erec slowed down, darting a 

98 

bit to his left, then right to find a path through. Just as he saw a gap, a huge 
metal beam dropped from the ceiling and landed right in front of him. Before he 
could stop himself, he tripped over the thing. His pants leg caught fast on one of 
its bolts. 

"Come on, young sir!" Jam grabbed him under the arms and yanked, but Erec 
remained stuck. 

Men formed a circle around them. "Got him. Go get the boss," someone said. 

Jam pulled a scissors from his pocket and snipped Erec's pants to free him. 
With a little struggling, and Jam's help, he soon popped back on his feet. "Um, 
excuse me, guys." He tried to squeeze past a row of men, but they only shoved 
him back into the middle of their circle. For a moment Erec almost gave in to 
them, but then he thought about Bethany. He wasn't going to let her down. With 
a roar, he threw himself into the knees of one of the men in his way. The man fell 
back, but another dove on top of him, hitting him square in the back. He felt like 
an elephant had sat on him. The doors were so close. If only Erec could just get a 
cloudy thought now, he would know how to save himself, he thought. But he had 
no such luck. 

Erec tried again, ramming himself into someone's knees. When they fell out of 
the way, he made it only a few feet before a worker drove by in a cart, colliding 
into Erec and grabbing his arms. 


"The magnet," Jam shouted. "Erec, get rid of it. It's bringing you bad luck." 

As soon as Jam said that, it seemed obvious. Erec stuffed the magnet into the 
shirt of the man that was holding him. 

"Ugh." The man yanked back his hands and grabbed the wheel of his cart. 
"My head is pounding. I can't see anything. I can't believe I got my migraines 
back again." He made some funny noises, then threw up all over his overalls. 
The cart sparked a few times, then shut 
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off, and smoke poured out of its engine. With a hiss, two of the tires went flat, 
sinking into dark puddles on the floor. The man tried to get out, but banged his 
head hard against the door frame and fell back into the cart. 

In the confusion, Erec and Jam ran toward the front doors. "Get that magnet 
out of Billy's shirt," Erec heard Bill scream. "Throw it back to them before they 
escape!" 

The luck magnet clattered near Erec's feet as they approached the doors. With 
a deep crunch, the tops of the doors slid toward each other with a bang. 

Erec pulled, but they were stuck shut. "Two of the hinges popped," Jam 
pointed out. Erec threw the magnet hard back into the crowd of men that were 
closing in behind them. 

"Ouch!" He heard Bill's unmistakable voice. 

"Um, boss? I got your magnet for you right here. Were you looking for this?" 

"No!" Bill screamed. "Get that away from me, you moron!" 

The weight of the heavy wood doors became too much for their frames to 
support. With sharp pings, three more hinges popped. Jam yanked Erec back 
before both doors tilted over and slammed flat onto the warehouse floor, leaving 
the entrance wide open. 

As they ran out, they could hear Bill scream, "Get this magnet off me. You, 
Billy, go bury it by the stream down the hill. Get out of here!" 

"You smell something funny?" Jam said as he punched in the code to open 
their Port-O-Door. 

Erec nodded and looked up. A small fire had started on the roof of Magnet 
Mountain. "We better go." 

"Good idea, sir. I'll call a fire squad for them once we're safe in Cinnalim." 

mK OK OK 
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After a few taps on the Port-O-Door map, Cinnalim appeared on the screen. It 
was in a section of Otherness that overlapped with the outer reaches of the 
Philippine islands. 

Jam smiled. "Cinnalim is rather famous. An explorer from Alypium 


discovered that Otherness extended all the way out to some of these uninhabited 
islands. They were incredibly beautiful, and they soon became resort towns for 
the wealthy and famous in the Kingdoms of the Keepers. They used to have 
typhoons and tropical storms, but with all of the money around, someone was 
able to work out a little weather adjustment. Now that's all under control." He 
tapped on Cinnalim, a larger sickle-shape island. 

Hot, humid air instantly wrapped itself around Erec, blowing in rhythm with 
the soothing sound of rushing waves. Tall palm trees waved in the mild ocean 
breezes. It felt like they had walked onto another planet after the worn-down 
Outskirts of Alypium. Erec dragged his feet across the smooth white sand beach, 
resisting the urge to pull his shoes off and wade into the sparkling water. This 
wasn't the time to get distracted. 

The image of Bethany chained to a desk with that strange thing wrapped 
around her head filled his mind. It wasn't fair that he could be surrounded by 
such beauty and she was a prisoner of Baskania's. Someday, if--no, when--she 
was Safe, he would bring her here. But until then, there was no time to stop. 

Jam made a call on his cell phone, reporting the fire at Magnet Mountain. It 
seemed impossible that they had been there so recently. "You haven't eaten yet 
today, young sir. Would you like a snack from the Serving Tray?" 

Erec nodded. "Good idea, Jam. It won't slow us down if we eat when we 
walk." 

Jam pulled the silver oval tray from his jacket. 
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Erec said, "I'll have a cheeseburger with ketchup and tomato. And a brownie." 

A burger and a brownie immediately appeared. Jam produced a salad and fork 
for himself, and they walked toward a small strip of shops along the beach. 

Surfboards lined the walls of a juice shack. Calypso music hung ten over the 
crash of the waves. The kid behind the counter looked as laid-back as the music. 
Long dreadlocks dangled around his deeply tanned shoulders. "Hey, dudes! 
What can I do you for?" He grinned. "We got a carrot-wheatgrass special today, 
with a shot of jumbly juice if you want an extra kick." 

"Um, no thanks." Erec's nerves ground together when a thought came to him. 
What if nobody here had heard of this magnet man? What if they were in the 
wrong place? If he couldn't get to Bethany in time... 

"Kind sir. Have you heard of 'the man with the magnet’? We were told he 
resided here in Cinnalim." 

"Whoa, dudes." The young man grinned. "Of course I've heard of him. That's 
Danen Nomad, man. He's famous around here. I mean, if you haven't been 
‘called up' by Danen you're, like, nobody." 


Erec was filled with relief. "So, you were called up by him, then?" 

The man looked embarrassed. "Uh, no. I guess I'm nobody." Then he laughed. 
"But that's the way I like it, man. Hey, call me Jo Jo." 

Jam nodded. "Quite wise, Jo Jo, sir. What exactly does it mean to be 'called 
up’ by Danen Nomad?" 

"Well, you know, man. It's his magnet. It's like a person magnet or something. 
He can use it on anyone he wants to come to him. So, it's like a big party over 
there all the time, they say." 

"Where does he live?" 

"The big place by the North Beach. It's not too far from here. 
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But good luck getting in to see him. He's called some of the best security 
guards to live with him, and they keep all the riffraff out." He chuckled and stuck 
a hand up. "Not that I'm saying anything, dudes. You know." 

"Quite." Jam pulled out the Serving Tray. "May we repay you by giving you a 
bite to eat, Jo Jo? Anything you like at all and it's yours. Name your favorite, 
sir." 

"Whoa." Jo Jo looked appreciatively at the silver tray. "Awesome, dudes. This 
will give me anything I want?" 

"Just name it, sir." 

After stroking the few hairs that jutted from his chin, Jo Jo cried, "Ooh, I 
made this for myself once when I had the munchies. I'll have an extra giant sushi 
kelp roll with tuna, mayonnaise, banana, and chocolate sauce. Oh, yeah, and put 
some bran sprinkles on top, man." 

When the messy roll appeared, he scooped it off the tray with both hands. 
"Wow, thanks, dudes. This is totally awesome." Erec looked away while Jo Jo 
took a bite of his sushi roll. It looked like something from the other Serving 
Tray. "Hey, I have an idea, you guys. Maybe I could help you out. Danen 
Nomad's secretaries are always calling me for juice and snack trays. Why don't I 
give you a few to take along when you go up to his complex? You can just tell 
them you're working for Jo Jo's Juice Bar, and I'll bet they'll let you right in." 

"Thank you so much. You don't know how important this is--" Erec's words 
caught in his throat. He wanted to do something for Jo Jo, but then he 
remembered that Jam already had. 

They each left the shop with flimsy trays covered in plastic wrap. Erec walked 
slow, trying not to spill the cups of green juice. "Did you give him that snack so 
he would help us?" 

Jam winked at Erec. "Of course not, young sir. But it never hurts to make 
friends, does it?" 


"That's true, Jam." 
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Hot sand wormed its way into Erec's shoes and socks. He was dying to kick 
them off and walk barefoot along the beach, but he needed both hands to carry 
the big juice tray without spilling it. Soon a huge villa appeared on a cliff before 
them, overlooking the sea. Steep steps carved into the hillside led up toward a 
sprawling collection of mansions, gardens, gazebos, and tennis courts. Erec 
counted five pools and figured there were probably a lot more that he couldn't 
see. 

"Guess this is the place." They had a hard time climbing the uneven rocky 
steps without spilling the juice glasses. Erec was glad they were still at least half 
full. 

The humongous house loomed over them like a crystalline giant. Glass walls 
and beams reflected rainbows in all directions, mirrored back by steel doors and 
rails. Amidst all of the sparkle, white painted wood porches and window frames 
added a feel of peacefulness. 

Two large men appeared in front of Jam and Erec, blocking them from taking 
another step. "And who would you two be?" one asked with a smile. 

Jam bowed his head. "Kind sirs. We are making a delivery from Jo Jo's Juice 
Bar for Danen Nomad." He smiled. "If you don't mind." 

The man frowned at the other one. "I don't know, Mike. Jo Jo isn't exactly the 
kind to hire a butler." He looked at Erec. "Or a kid." 

"Well, maybe a kid." Mike squinted at Jam. "But not a butler. You're right. I 
think a phone call is in order." He shook his finger, then put it to his mouth. "Jo 
Jo's Juice Bar, please. Thanks ... Yeah, is this Jo Jo? I'm calling from Mr. 
Nomad's complex. Did you hire a kid anda... butler recently ... ? Oh, you 
did?" He looked Jam and Erec up and down. "I see. Okay, thanks, Jo Jo." Mike 
shrugged and stuck his hands in his pocket. "Says he did. Says the butler was out 
of a job and is bringing his kid along to help him." Mike looked just as 
suspicious as before, and not about to let them go anywhere. 
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"Doesn't explain why you'd still be wearing that butler suit, though. Or why 
your kid isn't at school." 

Jam's mouth opened, but he couldn't think of a thing to explain. 

Erec coughed a few times. "I had a day off today. I was sick." His weak 
coughs sounded as pathetic as his excuse. 

Mike nodded. "I see. I think you two better stay right here with me for a 
while. Zeke, why don't you bring those trays in for them? Have a good look at 
them too, before you serve anything." 


Zeke looked annoyed. "Of course. I always do. Any other orders?" 

Mike laughed. "Sorry. Just making sure. I'll take care of these two for now." 

Zeke walked away with their trays, their only tickets into the mansion. 

"You two sit here." Mike led them to a lawn table and chairs. "I need to find 
out a few details about you before I can let you go. Just formalities, of course." 
He pulled out a small computer touch pad. "Names?" 

Erec looked at Jam. Was it worth the risk of telling his real name? He had no 
idea how this guard would respond. Maybe it could help somehow. "I'm Erec 
Rex." 

Mike looked at him with wry amusement on his face. "Very funny, kid." 

An alarm issued from his handheld device and he jumped to his feet. His 
voice grew tense. "Uh-oh. This is big. I'm sorry, the two of you are going to have 
to stay here until I get back. We've got something major going on right now." 

Erec's eyes widened. He'd been worried that they would never get inside. But 
if Mike had to go somewhere, they could just sneak in-- 

Before Erec knew what happened, Mike clapped each of their wrists into a set 
of handcuffs. He led them down a few steps to a door in the basement of the 
house, then into a wine cellar, locking 
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their cuffs onto a steel bar that was part of an uncorking shelf. "I'm sorry to 
leave you guys here. I really wouldn't do this normally. Just can't take any risks 
today. I promise I'll be back soon, get you two on your way." He waved 
apologetically and ran out. The heavy steel door slammed behind him. 

"Oh, my." Jam looked around, distraught. "This is a bit of a problem." 

"I hope he does come back." It occurred to Erec that if something happened to 
Mike, nobody else would know that they were locked down there. At least they 
had one hand free each, so they could use the serving platter and not starve to 
death. But they didn't have time to waste. 

Jam leaned against the counter that they were stuck to. "I'm sorry, young sir. I 
am usually prepared for anything. I should have been ready with an excuse to get 
us out of this mess." 

Typical Jam, Erec thought. Taking responsibility for everything that went 
wrong, and no credit for things that he did right. "No, there was nothing you 
could have done. I got us into this mess. I should have come back to Alypium 
sooner." He wanted to kick himself. 

"What should we do?" Erec could see no way to break free. "Did you bring a 
remote control?" 

Jam, whose magical gift was always to be prepared with everything, produced 
a magical remote filled with buttons. He handed it to Erec with a doubtful look 


on his face. "Can you use it, sir?" 

Erec looked at the buttons. "I wish. The only thing I know how to do is move 
things, and I haven't done that forever. I'd be surprised if I could move a feather." 
He glanced down. "I guess I can try to move our handcuffs." 

"No, no." Jam whisked the remote back. "Sorry, young sir. We could lose our 
hands that way. I think something other than moving things would be in order. 
Maybe melting the metal." 
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"Can you do it, Jam?" 

"I wish. I've no idea how to use one of these. I would like to learn someday." 
He turned the remote over in his hand. "I think we're stuck here, sir." 

An hour ticked by, according to Jam's watch, but it felt more like ten. All Erec 
could think about was Bethany: the way she was when he saw her last, and the 
way she looked now. The good times, and now. The kiss . . . and now. His best 
friend was gone. 

Finally there was a shuffle at the door and Mike walked in. He unlocked their 
handcuffs without speaking. Erec noticed he looked pale and shaken. 

"You said your name is Erec Rex?" Mike glanced at him with a new respect. 
"And you're a butler." He looked Jam over as if this was not obvious. "I suppose 
you two came to the right place, then. Mr. Danen wants to meet you two." 

"What happened?" Erec said. "Did you tell him we were here?" 

"Uh, no. You think I would've bothered Mr. Danen about two strangers on the 
property? Something . . . funny went on. We got a surprise visit from a friend. 
The Shadow Prince." 
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CHAPTER NINE Danen Nomad 


REC JOLTED BACKWARD against the chain of his handcuffs. He could not 
believe his ears. What else could go wrong? "Baskania's here?" No wonder 
Danen Nomad wanted him. They were going to hand him over to his enemy. 
Then he would be a prisoner too, before he even had the chance to explain that 
Danen had to use his magnet on Bethany. "No!" He scrambled out of reach. "You 
can't do 108this. Don't turn us in to him. People will die. I have to see Danen in 
private." 

"Whoa, kid." Mike looked over the counter. "Baskania's gone. He might come 
back, but you're safe here for now. In fact, if Baskania hadn't shown up looking 
for you here, you wouldn't be getting to see Mr. Danen at all. So calm down, 
okay?" 

Erec's breathing calmed down a bit, but he still wasn't sure if he could trust 


Mike. Why was Baskania here looking for him? How did he know? 

"Bill," Jam said breathlessly. "He knew where we were going." 

Then it all clicked. Bill from Magnet Mountain knew they were coming to 
Cinnalim to find Danen Nomad. He must have called the Green House to report 
having seen Erec Rex. Of course he'd have told them where Erec was headed. 

Erec's head dropped to his chest. He should have realized this might happen. 
Coming here after talking to Bill was a huge risk. He was lucky that he and Jam 
weren't with Danen when Baskania appeared. 

"Does Baskania . . . know we're here?" 

"Nah. Danen's not the type to help that guy. I mean, he treats the man nice, 
you know. The Shadow Prince has a lot of power, and it's best to be on his good 
side. But he's a real jerk. We don't like him a lot around here." 

"Couldn't Baskania have read his mind and seen that we were down here?" 

"Yeah, he could have," Mike said. "If Mr. Danen had known anything about 
you two then. I didn't tell him a word until the Shadow Prince was gone." He 
chuckled. "Of course I'd have never believed that you were really Erec Rex until 
Baskania showed up out of the blue looking for you 'and a butler.’ But then I 
thought I should keep my mouth shut. It would be best not to burden Danen with 
that 
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information yet. Baskania wasn't going to read my mind; I'm just one of the 
hundred people milling around here." 

"Thanks, Mike." Erec looked at him with new appreciation. "You saved our 
lives." 

"Eh, it's in the job description." He shrugged. "We better get you two in to Mr. 
Danen and then on your way before the Shadow Prince decides to pay another 
visit." 

Jam looked around suspiciously. "Isn't he going to keep an eye out for us 
here?" 

The thought made Erec shudder. In Baskania's case that was literally what he 
might do. He had taken the eyes of many of his followers and used them to see 
out of their remaining eyes, whenever he wanted. If one of Baskania's henchmen 
did see Erec, it would be the same as Baskania seeing Erec himself. 

"No. You're safe now," Mike said. "Zeke and I keep tabs on everyone on this 
property. They're all our staff and guests who have been here quite a while. But 
the Shadow Prince will want to send one of his men here to keep a watch if he 
doesn't hear back from us soon. He trusts Mr. Danen, I think, to let him know if 
you show up. Big egos like that expect that people will do as they say." He 
laughed. "Like Mr. Danen takes orders." He led them out through hallways in the 


basement, and then up steps to an immense white room with pillars that stretched 
to a soaring ceiling. 

Party music blared through the room. People from wall to wall were laughing, 
playing cards, and talking. Erec was immediately struck by how beautiful and 
intense the crowd was. He searched for Danen Nomad, but quickly realized he 
had no clue what the man looked like. A tall woman with long straight blond hair 
did look familiar, though. She had to be Meg Lorent, a wildly famous movie 
actress from America. And not far from her was a short, bouncy, dark-haired 
young woman with a turned-up nose. It was Sophie 
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Tacket, who had just won the Academy Awards for her latest movie. Erec 
would know her anywhere. 

Mike led them through the crowds to a tall chair set up from a pedestal in the 
center of the room. The cushions sewn onto its back, seat, and arms were an odd 
forest green and dirty white, but their pattern caught Erec's eye. Not until he was 
right in front of it did he realize that they were made of money stitched together. 
Thousand-dollar bills. 

"Like it?" A tall man with dark brown hair plopped onto the seat. "Go ahead. 
You can touch it. They're stuffed with hundreds. But this is my real gem." He 
pointed at the headrest on the chair. "These are the good ones. Five-hundred- 
dollar bills with McKinley on them. Five-thousand-dollar bills with James 
Madison. And look here, front and center." He pointed at a black-colored bill 
with GOLD CERTIFICATE printed on it, in a denomination that seemed too 
high to be real. "Yup. It's a hundred-thousand-dollar bill with Woodrow Wilson 
on it. These are rare, kid. None have been printed since 1945. Here's the back." 
He pointed at an orange bill sewn right above it, with ONE HUNDRED 
THOUSAND DOLLARS printed on it. 

The man, who Erec supposed must be Danen Nomad, snuggled against the 
headrest cushion. "Best to enjoy the good things in life, right? Live well. That's 
my motto." 

A dozen animals raced through the room between people's legs, and all of 
them jumped up onto Danen's lap. He laughed, nuzzled one of the dogs, shoved 
away a rabbit who was doggedly trying to climb up to his face, and petted a cat 
all at the same time. Everything about Danen seemed strange and remarkable. 
Erec noticed the man's shirt was odd. He leaned closer without meaning to. 

"Yeah." Danen fingered his collar. "This one's sewn from Euros. But you 
should see my underwear. . . ." 

"Uh, no thanks." Erec stepped away. 
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Danen chuckled. "I'm sorry. I get a little carried away. I'll send you guys with 
a bunch of this stuff if you like. Wear it and impress your friends." 

Erec could not help but like the man. "Mr. Nomad? We need your help. Is it 
true that you have some kind of people magnet?" 

Danen's eyes widened and then he burst out in side-splitting laughter. "Do I 
have a magnet? A person magnet?" His face reddened and his eyes watered, and 
it seemed like he would never catch his breath. Danen poked a man lounging 
nearby and said, laughing, "This kid wants to know if I have a person magnet." 

The man chuckled in response, raising his eyebrows at Erec. "How did he get 
in here?" 

Danen quieted down and coughed a few times. "Never mind." He waved the 
man away and leaned toward Erec. "Yeah, I have a magnet. How else do you 
think I get all this money? People love me. The richest families in the world are 
my best friends. They insist on giving me more than I ever wanted. How else 
would I get the best and the brightest to hang out with me all the time? My 
parties here are wild." He cleared his throat. "See her over there?" Danen pointed 
to a slender woman in a long purple gown and a tiara. "It's Princess Vicki. She 
faked her own death in order to live here with me. That's how strong my magnet 
is. A lot of others have done that too." He waved around the room, pointing at 
Nobel Prize laureates and famous artists. 

Erec was glad the magnet was that strong. It would have to be in order to help 
pull Bethany away from Baskania's Draw. "I guess you know who I am. Thanks 
for talking to me, and for not handing us over to Baskania." 

Danen nodded. "Anytime. That guy is trouble. I've never liked him. Of course, 
with all my famous guests and money he feels he has to make me a friend, I 
guess. So, what can I do for you?" 
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"Could you use your magnet on a friend of mine? She's trapped, and the Fates 
told me you were the only one who could help her." 

Danen paused, lips pursed. "I don't know, kid. It's not that I don't want to help 
you. But I have to have a policy. Word spreads, you know. If I do a favor for one 
person, soon the whole world is begging me nonstop to bring their lost loves 
back, find the guys who owe them money. I'd get no peace." He thought a 
moment. "But you are Erec Rex, though. King Piter's son. And the Fates sent 
you here, you say?" After going back and forth a while between scratching his 
head and rubbing his chin, he said, "Well, okay. I guess just this time I can make 
an exception.” 

A grin broke over Erec's face. "Thank you! Her name is Bethany Cleary. And 
she's being held prisoner by Baskania in one of his fortresses--" 


Danen went pale and held a hand up. "Whoa. Wait just a minute, young man. 
Did you say she's a prisoner of Baskania's? Because that changes the picture. I 
mean, I may not like him, but I'm not stupid enough to go completely against 
him like that. He'll take this magnet off me in a heartbeat. And then what would I 
do? Of course, after he's through with me I'd be lucky to even be alive, let alone 
worry about the magnet." He crossed his arms resolutely. "I'm sorry. I can't help 
you. You better get going before he comes back here looking for you." 

Erec and Jam exchanged shocked looks. "But wait!" Erec grabbed Danen's 
arm. "You have to help us. If you don't, she's going to die. The Fates said you 
were our only hope." Danen did not look convinced. 

"Please, kind sir." Jam clasped his white gloved hands together. "This is the 
request of a future king. He would not come to you for this unless he had to. 
Don't let Baskania win." 

Danen slapped himself on the forehead. "Stop. Enough!" He sighed. "I don't 
know. If anyone, anyone, finds out about this I'll be dead. You understand me? I 
can't believe I'm even thinking about 
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this." Danen grabbed Erec's shirt. "If I use the magnet on this girl, you have to 
understand that she's going to do anything she can to get out of where she is and 
come to me. Anything. That could kill her too. It might make her do something 
stupid." 

"I doubt she'll get too far," Erec said. "Baskania put a Draw on her to keep her 
there." 

Danen's mouth hung open. "A Draw? From the three Furies? How did he get 
that? And... you want me to turn the magnet on her too? What do you want to 
do, rip the poor girl in half?" 

"No. Please listen. I know it's dangerous, but it's the only way. The Fates told 
us that you have to use your magnet on her, then I have to draw my next quest 
from Al's Well, and then I can find her and give her some dragon blood to break 
the Draw. It's the only way." 

"Kind sir, if Baskania was to find out that you did this, could you simply tell 
him you were trying to help locate Bethany for him? That you heard he wanted 
to find her?" 

"Oh, yeah. Right. Like he's going to buy that. He reads minds, remember? If 
this backfires, which it might, I'll be dead, you'll both be dead, and your 
girlfriend will be dead." Danen's face sank. "Ugh. Problem. Baskania will send 
someone back here soon. I doubt he'll come himself again, but if he does, he's 
going to know about all of this when he sees me next. I'm guessing he'll read my 
mind." He hung his head in his hands. "I'm going to have to turn you both in. . . 


." He looked Erec over warily. "I'm sorry. It's all I can do. Unless you both were 
to hold me at knifepoint, or if I was in danger and had to do what you said." 
Danen stared at them, as if waiting for them to take the hint. 

Jam was searching his many-pocketed vest. He was prepared for almost 
anything, Erec thought. Could he be carrying a weapon? 

In a moment Jam shakily held a pocket knife before him. He looked far more 
afraid of it than Danen was, but he still held it, 
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trembling, close to Danen's throat. "Kind sir, would you please use your 
magnet for us now?" 

Some laughter filled the air--people who saw Jam seemed not to think that he 
amounted to any danger at all. Erec almost laughed thinking of Jam at large. 
Nonetheless, Mike and Zeke arrived in a moment and Jam was disarmed. 

Erec saw Danen make a signal to Mike, and then the knife was back in Jam's 
hand. A space was cleared around Danen, and they all moved slowly toward 
through the crowds and down a long hallway. 

Two guards stood against a tall carved wooden door, long spearlike pikes and 
machine guns crossed in front of their chests. "I get the best soldiers and guards 
from all over the world," Danen whispered. He nodded to the guards, and then 
said, as if he were reciting from a boring textbook, "Stand aside, men. I am in 
danger of being killed if I don't listen to these hoodlums." Erec was sure he saw 
him wink, and Mike was shaking his head. 

The guards looked confused, and Danen had to repeat himself, this time with 
an edge of warning in his voice. Mike motioned the guards to step away from the 
door, and they finally did. Erec and Jam followed Danen through. "I can't believe 
I'm doing this," he whispered. "If Baskania ends up finding out, I'll have to hand 
the girl straight back to him when she gets here. I'm not going to die for this, 
guys." 

"If Baskania does show up here again, sir, he might know about this whole 
conversation." 

"I know. If he gets suspicious, then he could read more heavily into my mind 
and see this whole ruse. But he trusts me. I should be able to get away with 
thinking about your knife at my throat. Of course, my cooperating with him will 
be the final proof in the end." 

Danen opened a large safe, then two smaller ones inside it. He removed a 
rusty metal bar about the size of a finger and then nodded 
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for Jam to bring the knife closer to him. "Tell me the girl's name, and her 
parents' names if you know them. Also one distinguishing feature that makes her 


Stand out." 

"Okay. Her name is Bethany Cleary. Her parents were Ruth and Tre Cleary, 
and they died..." 

"Her parents died ten years ago," Jam said. 

"She is really good at math." 

"Good at math?" Danen raised an eyebrow. "Can't you think of anything better 
than that?" 

"No, she's really good at math. It's her magical gift. She could be a seer 
someday because of it." 

"Okay." Danen closed his eyes and concentrated. "Bring to me Bethany 
Cleary, daughter of the late Ruth and Tre Cleary, who is magically gifted with 
math skills." He waggled his eyebrows at Erec and Jam. "Get a load of this. It's 
pretty awesome. Watch out, now. Oh, you better put the knife away." 

The room seemed to ripple. Suddenly, Erec was yanked off his feet by a force 
so strong that it slammed him into Danen. Jam, Mike, and Zeke followed, 
crashing into them at full force. The magnet seemed to be sucking them in like a 
black hole in space. Just when Erec thought that the magnet was pulling the 
wrong people to it, a spark shot out of the small piece of rusted metal and sailed 
out of the window and into the sky. The five of them were released, tripping 
backward across the floor. 

"I forgot how that happens when there are other people in the room with me." 
Danen laughed. "Usually I just stick to the thing for a minute. Well," he said 
louder, "I've done what you asked, so please release me and let me live." He put 
the back of his hand dramatically to his forehead, and Erec and Jam darted out of 
the room. 
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CHAPTER TEN Little Erec 


IKE FOLLOWED THEM down the hall. "You two better go find your 
princess now." 

"She's not a princess, actually," Erec explained. "She's just my friend." 
"Okay, your girlfriend, whatever." Mike pushed them through the crowded 
atrium, where the party continued as if nothing had happened. "I'm not going to 
call you, give you our number, or anything else that might implicate Mr. Danen 

more. If your 
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girlfriend shows up here, I'm sure he'll take the magnet off her and she'll be 
free to go find you. Unless he gets in trouble for this, and then all bets are off." 
"Thank you so much, kind sir." 


Mike winked. "You better scram out of here quick. It's supposed to rain soon, 
so everyone will be going outside. You don't want to be conspicuous." He led 
them back through the huge party room. 

"People go outside in the rain?" Erec said. "Why would they do that?" 

Jam smiled. "Cinnalim is famous for it, young sir. It rains chocolate drops 
here. Quite good ones too. They sell them all over the Kingdoms of the 
Keepers." 

People were squealing and pointing out the windows. Servants showed up 
with trays full of empty bags, which guests grabbed by the handful on their way 
out. The party was starting to spill through the doors. 

Mike handed Erec an empty bag. "You might want to catch some rain on your 
way out." He winked. "Just be careful of the bugs." 

The chocolate raindrops were light and delicious, with just a hint of cinnamon 
flavor. Erec found out the hard way, though, that Mike was right about bugs. 
After a few handfuls he ended up spitting out a chewy, wormlike thing. 

Step one was done, and Erec was overwhelmed with relief. This part had 
seemed like it would be impossible: finding the right man who had the right 
magnet. But he had done it. The magnet was turned on to attract Bethany, just 
like the Fates said had to be done. Now all that was left was to complete most of 
his next quest, find Bethany, and make her drink dragon blood. 

Erec's feet slowed in the sand as he and Jam crossed the beautiful beach of 
Cinnalim. The rainstorm was nearly over now, and only 
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a few pieces of chocolate were sprinkling down. He picked up the Amulet of 
Virtues, which hung around his neck. Four of the twelve segments on its circular 
front glowed with colors for each of the four quests he had done so far. Although 
he had managed to complete them, they had been nearly impossible. And, if 
anything, the quests seemed to be getting harder and harder. 

But this one would have to be easier. The Fates wouldn't let Bethany sit too 
long chained to that desk, would they? 

But then Erec remembered. They didn't make all of the decisions. The Fates 
knew what might happen. They knew what his choices would be. But it was up 
to him and every person to decide their own course. 

Jam studied his face and said little. He followed Erec to where their Port-O- 
Door was parked. 

Erec said, "We have to go straight to Al's Well. I need to find out what this 
next quest is." 

"Young sir, should we stop at my Aunt Salsa's on the way and let your family 
know your plans?" 


"Let's go there afterward. I need to get this done." He remembered how he 
used to be worried about getting killed doing dangerous quests. What a luxury 
that seemed now. With Bethany in danger he only cared how long it would take 
him to get done so he could save her. 

"And who will you take with you this time on your quest, may I ask?" 

Erec remembered that he could bring two people along on his quests. He had 
been thinking that he would do this one by himself. Jam had gone with him on a 
quest before, as had Bethany and his good friend Jack. Maybe this time he would 
take his siblings Danny and Sammy. Since they were his siblings by birth, the 
true successors to the throne, they probably should go with him. The quests 
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were meant for King Piter's three triplets to do together. Erec was so relieved 
that he had finally figured out who his real brother and sister were. How great to 
be a part of a team, and not the only one responsible anymore. 

But then again, he thought, Danny and Sammy had never been in the 
Kingdoms of the Keepers before. He wondered if they would slow him down. 
Normally he wouldn't mind that, but with Bethany stuck . . . Or maybe Jack 
could go with him. He knew what Bethany would say if she was here--that he 
should let other people help him, and not try to do everything himself as usual. 

Jam pressed the code into the Port-O-Door, and instantly they found 
themselves back inside King Piter's house. A wild barking echoed outside. Erec 
immediately recognized it as Wolfboy, his dog. 

"Oh, dear. I'm sorry, sir. It looks like Ms. Frinley hasn't been able to come feed 
and train your dog today. Queen Posey's water wall must have kept her away. I 
never thought about that. I will take care of him and be right back." 

"No, Jam. Let me do it." It had been too long since Erec had seen his pet 
wenwolf--a dog who changed into a huge wolflike creature when there was a full 
moon. 

When he walked outside, a red shell poked through the grass. Erec picked up 
the snail and took a letter out. 

Dear Erec, 

I don't know what to think about this, but I don't like it. I was dusting and 
watering plants, my job in the Green House, and I was just outside the Inner 
Sanctum--that's Baskania's area. It has the biggest offices, right in the middle of 
the building. When President Inkle is in there it's obvious that Baskania is 
completely in charge of him. 
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Anyway, I was eavesdropping on their conversations, and they started talking 
about me! Baskania was telling Rosco how great he was, and Rosco said, really 


loud, "Did you catch that, Oscar?" And they all laughed. Baskania said that my 
spying on them was good training, and they could start using me for missions 
soon. As if I'd even begin to help them! 

I can't believe that they knew I was there all along. You were right about that. 
Rosco knows everything. Don't think that will stop me from my revenge, though. 
I'll get him if it's the last thing I do. 

Your friend, 

Oscar 

Erec shook his head. If only Oscar could move on and let things go. He was 
going to get into big trouble if everyone knew he was spying on them. How far 
would they let that go? 

He wished Oscar was able go on his quest with him. He wanted to go ona 
quest with Erec more than anyone else. Of course, that was impossible now. 

As soon as Erec was in sight, Wolfboy yelped and dove on him, knocking him 
flat on the ground and licking huge drooly kisses all over his face. The dog's tail 
wagged so hard that it smacked into his own sides with thuds echoing against his 
ribs, but he didn't seem to mind. 

"Down, boy." Erec laughed. "Let's find some food for you." 

The dog's house was more of a mansion, he thought. There were rooms of 
toys, a kitchen full of dog food. Its walls were lined with 
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a thick rubber padding for times when the moon became full, so he didn't hurt 
himself. 

On his way back into the house he heard someone calling from a distance. A 
woman in a long skirt waved from the other side of the water wall. That must be 
Ms. Frinley. Around her were more people milling around the water wall, staring 
at his house. He was sure some of them had come from the Green House and 
were just waiting to arrest him. How would he get past them all to go to Al's 
Well? It was located in the middle of Alypium, attached to the Labor Society 
building. Even when he did get to the well, pulling his next quest out would not 
be easy. It was guarded by flying Harpies on the lookout for him. 

Erec found Jam inside. "It's too bad Oscar can't come to do my quest with me. 
I really miss him." 

"Are you sure Oscar is still . . . unsafe?" 

"Positive. I'll probably never see him again. It's really sad." 

"T'm afraid you may be right, young sir." He cleared his throat, pointing at the 
crowds gaping at them through the window. A few of the people waved from 
behind the water wall. "Word may get back to Baskania that we are here. We 
should hurry. And next time we're here, we'll have to stay away from the 


windows. Right, young sir?" 

"Right," Erec agreed. "Then nobody will know we're back. I'll bring Wolfboy 
into the house so we don't have to go out and feed him." A possible problem 
came to his mind. "Is it close to a full moon?" He hoped not, thinking about how 
his dog could destroy a room. 

"We have a week or two, sir." 

Erec brought the dog inside along with giant bags of dog food. Wolfboy 
sniffed around for a few minutes, then found a cozy spot to curl up on a couch. 

"I don't think these people outside the water wall are going to let 
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me just walk past them and go get my quest. They're probably waiting to 
arrest us." He jabbed a thumb toward the window. "Could you think of a way we 
could sneak past them? Maybe if I throw a cape on with a big hood they might 
not know who I am." 

"I'm afraid they would probably guess. I don't think it's safe for you to cross 
through Alypium on foot." 

Erec smiled with relief. "The Port-O-Door! That can take us right where we 
need to go." 

"Yes, young sir." Jam refilled his vest pockets with a few more items, and the 
two of them entered the Port-O-Door vestibule again. In moments Erec found a 
tree on a map of the Labor Society's lawn that was a few feet away from the side 
door that led to Al's Well. Perfect. 

But when he opened the door and stepped outside, a branch exploded next to 
him. Fiery splinters drifted through the air in front of his face. Erec froze, 
confused. 

"There he is!" A group of Alypium army soldiers standing with saber rifles in 
front of the Labor Society raced toward him. A few shots rang out, and Erec 
tripped backward. He fell on top of Jam back in the vestibule and slammed the 
Port-O-Door shut. Erec stumbled back into the hallway of King Piter's house, 
panting. Discouraged, he slid down the wall until he was sitting with his head 
between his knees. 

"Are you okay, young sir?" Jam pulled out a water bottle and a handkerchief 
from his vest pocket. 

No. Erec was not okay. His voice was gone and he was shaking. He managed 
to nod to Jam and wave away the water bottle. How would he get that quest? He 
didn't know how much time he had, but it couldn't be too long. After Baskania 
had sorted through all of Bethany's memories he was going to kill her. Erec 
thought about the way Bethany looked, chained to that chair with little metal 
cones in her head, and hoped it was not too late already. 


What had he been thinking? That he could just waltz into the 
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Labor Society, somehow get through the locked side door, and draw another 
quest without any interference? But how could he get a quest if he couldn't get 
into the Labor Society? How would he ever save Bethany? 

Jam cleared his throat. "Sir? I have an idea." His voice sounded weak. "T'll go 
through the Port-O-Door close to where we were, but a bit farther back. I'll 
distract the guards, shout that I'm Erec Rex. If I wear a cloak they won't see who 
I am, and they'll assume it's you. Then you can take the Port-O-Door to the back 
side of the lawn and sneak through the door when they're coming after me." 

Erec's jaw dropped. "Jam, that's crazy. Those soldiers would shoot you on the 
spot." He realized from Jam's expression that Jam was fully aware of that. He 
was willing to sacrifice himself to help Erec get his quest and save Bethany. 

Erec put a hand on Jam's trembling shoulder. "Jam, that's the craziest, most 
ridiculous idea I've ever heard in my life. I can't believe you would die to help 
me." 

Jam looked like he couldn't believe it either, but he shook his head. "It's the 
only way I can think of. I'll go find a cloak, sir." 

"No! Look, even if I did make it to that door, it would be locked, and I'd be 
dead a second after you were." He started to pace the hallway. "Is there a way to 
make the Port-O-Door go underground? Maybe I could dig my way up into the 
Labor Society." 

"Not into the ground, no, sir. Only underground to Aorth." 

"That won't help. Could it put me on the roof?" 

"I don't believe so. The only options I've seen on the maps are at ground 
height." Jam frowned. "It's too bad that it won't put us high up in the tree." 

"If we bring a ladder and climb up into a tree out of the guards' sight, we 
could swing from branch to branch, then drop onto the roof." 
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"Like monkeys?" Jam looked skeptical. Erec almost laughed. Jam was right, it 
was another crazy idea. The trees were too far apart anyway, and probably none 
were Close to the roof of the Labor Society building. 

Erec paced some more, then stopped. "I know. A bomb. We could blast our 
way into the building." 

Jam looked at him blankly, saying nothing. 

Erec closed his eyes. "Yeah, I know. How would we even get a bomb? How 
would we get it close enough to blow up the Labor Society? And after we blew it 
up, we'd be arrested before I drew a quest." 

"Should I go get the cloak, then, sir?" 


"No! Jam, we'll find another way." Think. How could he get up high, or 
around the guards somehow? If only he could fly. .. . 

That was it! He knew what he could do. 

A smile lit up his face. "Jam, I just remembered some friends who might be 
able to help." He leaned against a windowsill that faced away from the gathering 
crowds from Alypium and looked across the fields where the castle gardens once 
stood. He could picture the entrance to the castle maze, the rows of perfect roses, 
the daisies with the huge spinning tops whirling into the air. He remembered 
running through the flagpoles that sported flags from more countries than he 
ever knew existed. 

Erec hadn't done a Dragon Call in a while. He closed his eyes and turned them 
around in their sockets, bringing his dragon eyes forward. He could do it so 
easily now, accessing the right feelings he needed to make his eyes change. 
Thinking about Bethany in danger was more than enough. As usual, everything 
around him looked bright green once his dragon eyes were out. Big clumps of 
white hung in the air--the Substance that carried all the magic in the world. It 
looked beautiful beyond imagination. 
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He gazed into the skies and sent a message with his eyes. Dragons! I need 
your help to save Bethany. Please come quickly! His thoughts beamed upward 
into the clouds, along with the pure ray of love that would send it through. He 
tried to focus on his Dragon Call, sending its message far and wide. 

Within moments, two flecks appeared on the horizon. They bobbed up and 
down through the wind and grew into graceful creatures, long tails arcing behind 
them. Erec went out a side door, careful to keep his dragon eyes out so that the 
incoming dragons would recognize him right away. When dragons saw each 
other's eyes, they were able to read the other's mind and know immediately what 
was going on. 

But when the two dragons landed, Erec let his regular eyes come back out 
again. The big dragon, Patchouli, would know him anywhere. Her bloodred 
spines glowed against her reddish scales, and her black jointed wings were 
massive. The other dragon was small and green, only about eight feet tall and 
fifteen feet long. It gave Patchouli a questioning look when they landed. 

Rushing forward, Erec threw his arms around Patchouli's long neck. She lifted 
her head and he dangled for a moment in the air before he slid back down along 
her scales. 

"Thank you so much for coming," he cried. "Bethany has been captured by 
Baskania. The only way I can save her is by doing my next quest, and the Labor 
Society building is guarded by an army. I can't get in. Can you fly me over the 


building, straight to Al's Well in back?" 

"Of course, Erec. As I've said, I'm at your service. You once rescued my 
babies. Here I have someone I'd like you to meet." She nodded toward the 
smaller dragon, who looked away shyly. "This is my son, Little Erec. I named 
him after you, since you saved his life." 

Erec could not believe his eyes. This could not possibly be the 
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tiny dragon who once had fit in the palm of his hand. It had been injured, with 
a bent neck, and Erec had pulled it out from where it was trapped and fed it until 
its mother returned. "But he was so tiny... ." 

"Dragons grow fast." Patchouli snorted a gust of steam into the air. "All of my 
children owe you their lives, but Little Erec does the most. He insisted on 
coming with me to help you." 

The small green dragon blinked its large eyes. Erec came closer to pet its 
smooth scales and then it smiled. 

"Why don't you climb on Little Erec's back and we'll fly you over Alypium? 
We can find the best spot to land from the air." Patchouli sighed a blast of heat. 
"It's still dangerous for us to be here, though. The army is on alert for dragons, 
by order of Baskania. As soon as they see us, they'll try to shoot us down." 

"That won't give us much time." Erec climbed his namesake's green spines up 
its tail and onto its back. He frowned. "Maybe you shouldn't come, Little Erec." 
He petted its snout. "One dragon will be enough to fly me there. It doesn't make 
sense to put you both in danger." 

Patchouli hesitated. "I would rather go by myself and keep Little Erec safe. 
But on the other hand, he owes you a blood debt. It is his destiny to be at your 
side when you need him." 

Little Erec looked around at him and nodded, not a trace of fear in his eyes. 
Erec put an arm around his neck. "Wow, thanks, guy. We better be careful, then. 
I have to return you back here safely." 

Patchouli agreed. "I'll wait for you both here." 

Erec looked around for the Alypium crowd. They were out of sight, but they 
had probably seen the dragons landing. Patchouli might not be safe here for 
long. "All right. Let's go, then, Little Erec." 

He stepped onto the green spikes that stuck from the dragon's back and 
wedged himself between two of them. Little Erec soared 
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straight upward into the sky. Cold wind blasted Erec's hair back, and blue sky 
surrounded him. Erec squeezed his arms around its neck, holding on for dear 
life. The small spines around him weren't enough to hold him, and the one in 


front of him wagged dangerously from one side to the other. Without warning, 
Little Erec turned sharply in the air, and Erec slid off its back, dangling from the 
dragon's green scaly neck. He grabbed as hard as he could as they shot straight 
into a fluffy white cloud. 
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CHAPTER ELEVEN Paper Can't Be 
Fooled 


WIRLS OF CLOUD spun around Erec as he held on tight to the young 
dragon's neck. As soon as he caught his breath, he screamed, then finally was 
able to shout, "I'm falling! I'm falling off! Help!" 

In one curling motion, little Erec dipped down and up again to catch Erec on 
his back. He floated evenly in the air until Erec was able to adjust himself 
between the spines again. "That's good. Thanks." 
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They soared lower until Alypium grew from a tiny patch into a village. Erec 
pointed out the looming silver spires and flags of the Labor Society to Little 
Erec. From high up, Erec could see the walled-in back gardens and the hill 
where Al's Well sat. He smiled at the ease of flying. Why bother trying to break 
into his usual side entrance when he could go straight to the well itself? 

The guards shouted and fired off a few gunshots as Little Erec soared over the 
turrets and into the field behind the building. Yet there was no passageway for 
the guards to get through to them here. Little Erec landed at the top of the small 
hill, outside the large round stone wall. 

A door opened and Al, the keeper of the well, appeared. He looked like a 
plumber, with a rubber plunger in his hands and a tool belt weighing down his 
sagging overalls. al was embroidered on the front pocket. "Heeey, yer back 
again. Clever," he said, nodding at the dragon. He ran a hand through his hair, a 
big grin on his face. "Now you've got dis guy to take you around. Nice. I was 
wondering if I'd ever see ya out here again. Dey got this place locked down 
pretty tight." He rubbed his hands together. "Da Fates have been ready ta give ya 
your next quest for a while now, but I had no way ta get the message to ya." 

"Yeah, I'm just glad I got here in one piece. It's good to see you, too. I better 
hurry and get the quest before Baskania shows up. He'll probably find out that 
I'm here soon from the guards out there." 

"Or dose Harpies will tell 'im when dey come back. Dey're always flying 
around looking for you." Al looked up at the sky. "One problem, though. You're 
supposed ta sign Janus's paper pad inside before ya draw yer quest, or the Labor 


Society will say it don't count. Not dat it matters, I say. The Fates are giving you 
your quests, not them. Up to you, though." 

"T'll just get the quest, thanks." 

Al led Erec and Little Erec through the door into the small 
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grassy enclosure where several of the well's servants were polishing gleaming 
wrenches and pliers. The stench of the place hit Erec immediately. Al took a 
deep whiff. "Ahh. Ya can never get enough of the smell of life. No?" 

In the center of the enclosure hung a round shower curtain. Al pulled the cord 
and it slid open to reveal Al's Well, which looked like a large white toilet. Green 
smoke wafted from its bowl. 

At once the servants around Erec fell to their knees and bowed repeatedly 
toward the toilet. Erec kneeled in front of it. The water looked black, going 
down into what seemed like a bottomless pit. He took a breath and stuck his 
hand deep inside. The water was freezing and hot at the same time. What would 
this quest make him do? It better not keep him away from Bethany too long. 

A thick paper was in the water and he pulled it out. For a moment he was 
afraid to look at it, but then he read, "No quest will be given until Janus's pad is 
signed." 

A flash of feathers flapped in front of his face and Erec gasped. The dripping 
note was snatched from his fingers by a claw. He looked up with shock as a 
Harpy sailed away with it. A few more were coming toward him--sharp, 
sneering, beaklike women's faces on vulture bodies. 

Erec climbed Little Erec's scales onto his back. "Hurry. Down the hill there's a 
back door into the building. I know how to find Janus from there." 

Several more Harpies circled in the sky as Erec and the dragon flew over the 
stone wall to the bottom of the hill. Erec shook and jiggled the door but it was 
locked. "Ugh! What are we going to do?" He gave the dragon a long look. "Can 
you breathe fire yet? Maybe you can blow the door down." 

Little Erec took a breath and blew hot steam onto the doorknob. Other than 
making Erec feel like he was visiting the equator, 
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though, the smoke had no effect at all. The dragon turned its head and looked 
at Erec sheepishly. 

"Come on, guy. You can do it! Haven't you breathed fire before?" 

It shook its head. 

"Try again, okay?" 

Erec looked up nervously. Some of the Harpies were flying closer. Once 
enough of them gathered together to lift him, they would grab him with their 


claws and fly him to Baskania. 

Little Erec panted in and out deeply and then took a big breath. He held it a 
while, then blew at the door as hard as he could. A thin flame, like a blowtorch, 
burned a small hole above the doorknob. 

"Good job, little guy!" It felt funny calling a creature much bigger than he was 
"little." Erec stuck his arm through the hole and unlocked the door, and they ran 
inside. "This way!" They ran to the elevators up in the building lobby. Little Erec 
could barely fit inside the elevator. It had to wind around so that his body lined 
the walls. 

Just a few steps out of the elevator, Erec froze. Armed guards filled the lobby. 

"Hey, there he is!" Guns were pointed at him from all over the room. 

Erec's head spun in a blind spasm of rage. He started to fall, and for a moment 
he thought he had been shot. His shirt started to tear. Dragon spines rose from 
his back, ripping through the cloth. He was growing, stretching. Claws popped 
from his fingertips. Green scales rose on his skin, and everything around him 
turned green. 

A cloudy thought vision filled his head: 

A guard stepped forward with his gun pointed at Erec. He looked around 
nervously, hesitating. Then another guard behind him rushed forward with a 
wild grin, as if to claim the glory 132for himself. Shots rang through the air. 
Erec crumpled to the ground, dead. Bullets continued to fly at Little Erec. At 
first they bounced off his scales, but one eventually found a softer spot. A 
moment later, the dragon fell to the floor, face first. 

Erec trembled. No, not Little Erec. He had told his mother that he would bring 
him home safely. Anger surged through him as his arms rippled with new 
muscles. His breath was hot and steamy. No. He couldn't let this happen. He had 
to get that quest for Bethany. 

A guard stepped forward with his gun pointing at Erec. This was first one that 
Erec had seen in his vision. It was happening now. The guard looked around 
nervously, hesitating. 

No! Erec stepped forward, and his roar echoed through the huge glass and 
chrome lobby. Everyone stopped and stared. He had to stop the second guard 
from shooting. Erec took a deep breath and felt something hot burst from his 
mouth. Fire spread everywhere in a huge gush. 

The guards stepped back, confused. Curtains and plants were burning, and 
charred ash drifted through the air. 

"Get him!" A guard rushed toward Erec, gun out, and fired. 

Duck. 

The command of his cloudy thought was loud in his head. He fell to the 


ground and rolled as bullets sailed over his head. 

Leap. 

His legs were stronger than ever before. Dragon muscles running through 
them let him sail over the guards, leaving Little Erec behind. 
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Roll. 

He knocked over ten soldiers like bowling pins. 

The door to the side room where Janus kept the paper pad was locked. Men 
behind him picked up their guns, and a stray shot whizzed over his shoulder, 
lodging in the wooden door. 

Breathe fire. 

Erec focused his anger and desperation on the door that was blocking him 
from where he had to go. With a deep breath, he blasted an immense hole in the 
wood. He stepped through it into the little room that looked like an old curio 
shop. Looking up in surprise was Janus. 

Ashes and dirt whirled around him like a miniature cyclone, but even the wind 
was not enough to remove the piles of dust on Janus himself. Scrawny limbs 
with knobby joints jutted from under his dingy gray smock, making him look 
like a prisoner who had been locked in a dungeon for all time. 

Janus looked Erec up and down with admiration and amusement. "Well, good 
fellow. What an interesting way to pay a visit." 

Erec ran to Janus's desk, trying to slow his breathing. "I'm Erec Rex. I need to 
sign the paper so I can draw a quest." 

Footsteps scrambled behind him, and guards appeared at the doorway. One 
reached through the hole, unlocked the door, and swung it open. But then he 
froze, shouting, '"Whoaaaa.. .!" 

The man, along with others behind him, screamed, looking up the hallway. 
Then they all disappeared, thrown to the floor as Little Erec butted his horns into 
them like an enormous ram. 

Janus shook his head. "I'm sorry, Mr. . . . whoever you are. But I know Erec 
Rex personally. He's a boy, not a scaly creature. Whatever 
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you may be." He tapped the pad in front of him. "Besides, the paper can't be 
fooled. It knows who the real Erec Rex is. And"--he pointed at the door--"you 
won't be able to go back through that door unless you are Erec Rex. So I'm afraid 
you're trapped in here now." 

Erec saw the shimmering bubble that filled the far doorway. It would only let 
him go through if Janus's paper pad recognized him. But would it, now that he 
had become part-dragon? For the first time he realized he might be trapped in 


this small room. 

"Listen, Janus. I know I look funny. But it's really me. Let me sign it, okay?" 

Janus seemed quite pleased at how odd this all was. "Well, there's nothing to 
lose, I suppose. You can't fool the paper." 

Erec took the pen, though he had a hard time holding it between his claws. He 
had to turn his hand upside down to write, which made his signature look 
completely different than usual. If this wasn't his real signature, the paper really 
might not recognize him. He bit his lip, hoping. . . 

The letters he had scrawled onto the page turned dark, then fissured deep into 
the writing pad. Each letter cracked open, and beams of light shone from them. 

"Well, look at that." Janus regarded Erec in wonder. "It really is you. What an 
... interesting new look." He shook his head and smiled. "Good luck on your 
quest, Erec." 

"Thanks." 

Erec ran through the bubble material in the doorway and called for Little Erec. 
"C'mon." He wasn't able to fit onto the other dragon's back now, but he put an 
arm around its neck. "Straight through the windows, out back there. Let's go!" 

Erec leaped alongside Little Erec, and the two of them crashed through a giant 
window onto the grass. Guards scrambled after them, guns firing. 
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Fly. 

With an itchy feeling, wings sprouted from his shoulder blades. He leaped into 
the air, Little Erec at his side. They soared over the stone wall. 

A slew of Harpies buzzed through the air around Al's Well like an overgrown 
mosquito convention. Their black hair was pulled so tightly into buns that their 
huge noses stuck out like beaks. They snapped at Erec with their sharp claws, 
spewing insults and threats. 

"We'll get him, won't we, girls?" 

"Yeah, we'll shred him." 

"Don't forget to leave him a little bit alive. I know the Shadow Prince wants 
his eyes intact." 

Erec breathed torrents of fire into the air, making them back off. Al watched, 
amazed. "Is dat really you in dere, Erec? Looks like you changed a bit." 

"It's me. Let me try to get a quest, quick. Okay?" 

Al gestured toward the toilet. Erec sprinted over, grabbed it, and reached deep 
inside. He couldn't feel the water through his scales, but in a moment he noticed 
a warm slip of paper and pulled it out. 

"Let's go, Little Erec." He squeezed the dripping paper in his hand, afraid to 
look at it. What would it make him do? He hoped it would say something like 


"Save Bethany." That would be perfect. 

Fly. 

A few breaths of fire scared the Harpies back. Erec stretched his wings and 
lifted from the ground beside the dragon. The wind felt good on his face. He was 
putting his troubles behind him. He couldn't climb fast enough into the air, the 
higher the better. 
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He made it. Got the quest. Now he could relax. Whatever it was, at least he 
and Little Erec were out of danger. 

Erec felt his dragon eyes slide back into his head. The sky around him became 
a beautiful blue, no longer the vivid green that his dragon eyes imparted to 
everything. His flying felt a little jagged, like his wings weren't working right. 
For some reason they seemed too small. He saw the scales disappearing from his 
skin in time to realize that his cloudy thought was over. He wasn't part-dragon 
anymore--how would he be able to fly? 

"Whoa--help! Little Erec--I'm falling!" Erec tumbled straight down through a 
cloud toward the ground. Moments before he hit, the small dragon grabbed him 
with its claws and yanked him back into the air. He felt like a mouse caught by a 
hawk, watching the ground go by right under his hanging limbs, but he held tight 
to the quest paper. 

They landed next to King Piter's house, where Patchouli was waiting. Little 
Erec set him down, and he collapsed onto the ground. 

After he caught his breath, Erec smiled. "You saved my life, bud. Now you 
don't owe me anymore." 

Patchouli breathed hot steam at Little Erec. It seemed like that would fry him, 
but the little dragon seemed to like it. "That is not our way, Erec," she told him. 
"My son will owe you his life forever." 

"Really, it's okay. I'm calling it even now." 

Patchouli shrugged. "Is there anything else we can do before we go?" 

"No... Wait. There is one more thing." Erec hesitated, not wanting to ask. 
But he had to. "When I find Bethany, I am supposed to make her drink dragon 
blood. The Fates said that that would break the Draw that Baskania put on her to 
keep her prisoner." 

"He put a Draw on her?" Patchouli said, upset. "There is only one place he 
could have gotten that." 
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"I know. The Three Furies. My father told me about them." 

Patchouli nodded. "I can't imagine how he persuaded them to give him one of 
their Draws. This is very troubling. He must be doing something terrible to gain 


their favor." She shook her head. "Of course you can have my blood. If you get a 
container from the house I'll give it to you." 

Erec found Jam inside, who produced a vial the size of a large test tube with a 
screw top. Erec brought it out back to Patchouli. 

"Little Erec insists on giving you his own blood, if that's okay." 

"No, he's done enough for me. He already saved me a few times today." 

"It would make him happy, and it won't hurt him one bit." She reminded him, 
"You used your own blood to feed him when he needed it." 

"All right, then," Erec said. "As long as it doesn't hurt him." 

Patchouli brandished a claw and stuck it into the scales on Little Erec's 
shoulder. She scraped until a small stream of blood appeared. Erec quickly filled 
his vial. Patchouli breathed more steam onto her son, and the bleeding stopped. 

"Thank you so much." Erec petted the small dragon on the head. "Listen, 
you've more than paid me back, okay? We're just friends now. No more owing 
anyone." 

The dragon did not seem to listen. Instead it flew away with its mother into 
the sunset. 

"Young sir, would you like some new clothing?" 

Erec had forgotten how terrible he must look. His shirt had been shredded, and 
only a few patches of fabric remained around his cuffs. His pants were on, 
luckily, but the lower legs were torn. 

"Yeah, good idea, Jam." He looked at the quest paper in his hand. How much 
longer could he put off knowing? 
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Jam seemed to know what Erec was thinking. "Do you want me to read it for 
you, young sir?" 

"Okay." Erec handed the paper to Jam and sat on a couch. 

"Hmm." Jam turned the paper over and inspected it. Then he turned pale. 

"What does it say?" Now that Jam knew what it said, Erec suddenly couldn't 
wait to find out. He snatched the paper back, sure it would say something 
horrible like "Kill the entire Alypian army in five minutes." 

His hand shook as he read. "Visit King Augeas and introduce yourself." 

That was it? Visit a king? He laughed with relief. This was perfect. Who better 
than a king to help him? His own father was out of commission, but another king 
would have some power at his command. That made sense--the king would have 
what Erec needed to free Bethany. Maybe he would send a whole army with 
Erec to Baskania's compound so he could set her free easily. All Erec would 
have to do was show this King Augeas how awful Baskania was, what he would 
do if he succeeded in taking over the world. 


"Hey, Jam. This isn't so bad, after all. Is it? A king is just what I need." 

For some reason, Jam was having a hard time responding. He looked sick. 

"What's wrong? Are you feeling okay?" 

Jam shook his head. "Young sir. You cannot follow this quest. I know you 
need to free Bethany, but this is not the way. It's not possible." 

"I don't understand." 

"I know, sir. You see . . . King Augeas is . . . not someone you want to meet." 

"Why not?" 
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Jam gulped. "Just his name tells you why, young sir." He looked around the 
room as if someone else might appear to say it for him. 

"What do you mean? Isn't his name King Augeus?" 

"Well, yes. But . . . he is called something else." 

"What is he called?" 

Jam gulped again. "King Augeas is the Nightmare King." 
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CHAPTER TWELVE The Nightmare 
King 

ELICIOUS SMELLS OF waffles, cookies, and hot chocolate wafted through 
Aunt Salsa's apartment. Erec didn't realize how hungry he was until she handed 
him a plate stacked with sandwiches and chips. 

It was good to see his family safe. Erec found that he kept staring at his 
adopted twin siblings, Danny and Sammy. He kept wondering how he would 
look if he had their sandy brown 
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hair and their height. If his looks had not been changed. 

Luckily, they didn't seem to notice. "You should have heard her!" Sammy 
squealed. "The last time Dumpling Smith used Mom's Seeing Eyeglasses on us, 
she was almost crying, demanding we tell her where we were. As if! She keeps 
coming back every hour or so." 

"She's persistent." Danny shook his head in amazement. "I mean, she says 
things like she needs to get us all to safety--which is really lame, since we're all 
safe and sound right now. But she can ‘take better care of us.’ I can't imagine 
what that means. But I don't understand why she still wants only me and 
Sammy." 

Erec knew just why that was. He'd seen with his own eyes a vision of them 
becoming king and queen--his corulers of the three Kingdoms of the Keepers. 


Erec knew from his father that he was destined to rule Alypium. Maybe Sammy 
would take over Ashona from Queen Posey, and Danny would inherit Aorth 
from King Pluto. It was hard not telling them right now--they would be so 
excited. But after what happened to King Piter's castle when Erec learned who 
he was, he wasn't about to say anything. Who knew what other spells were in 
place, what other awful things might happen if they found out too soon? 

But, on the other hand, who better to come along on his quest than the very 
two who were supposed to go with him? If they all went together, the three 
triplets destined for the crown would grow stronger and tackle evil. 

The only problem was the Seeing Eyeglasses. If Dumpling Smith could tell 
where Danny and Sammy were, she'd come and snatch them up--or tell 
Baskania, who she must be working for. If he could just get those glasses back-- 

"What's wrong, Erec? Do I have snot on my nose? A pimple or something? 
You can just tell me. You don't have to stare me down all day." 
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"Sorry, Danny. No, you're fine. I've just been . . . spaced out after getting run 
down by Harpies and having armed guards shoot at me." 

June's hand flew to her heart and she gasped. "If I hear that one more time, 
you'll never be allowed out again. In fact, I don't think you should go anywhere. 
It's far too dangerous out there with people looking for you, hunting you down." 
She sat down and crossed her arms. 

"I'm so sorry, modom," Jam said. "It was completely my fault. I should have 
been supervising him. It was wrong of me to let him go alone." 

Erec did not say a word. Jam had not let him go alone, he just had gone 
without asking Jam. Which was what he would do again, if anyone tried to stop 
him. He had a quest to complete. He had to save Bethany. The dragon blood was 
in his pocket, ready. Everything was lined up as it should be. The only question 
was if Danny and Sammy should join him. 

Little Zoey plopped on his lap, and Trevor lay on the floor next to him, his red 
hair flopping over his dark brown eyes. Trevor set down his Super A Team 
action figures and said, "Tell us about your next quest." 

Everyone in the room looked at Trevor. He spoke so rarely that people were 
usually surprised when he did. Erec often wondered what was going on in 
Trevor's mind. He had a feeling the thought process was probably pretty 
complicated. 

"Okay, Trevor. It doesn't seem too bad, really. I just have to go visit this King 
Augeas guy and introduce myself. Pretty boring, huh?" This seemed like a good 
time to play up how safe it was, for his mother's sake. "I'll say hi, then he'll say 
hi. I'll say, 'T'd like to introduce myself, your highness. My name is Erec Rex.’ 


And he'll say, "Well, hello there, young man. It's nice to meet you. Is there 
anything I can do for you before you go on your way?’ I might ask him for a 
snack, then I'll be off." He smiled. "It's cake." 
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Zoey giggled. "Cake. I want some cake." Aunt Salsa rushed over with a slice 
of cake on a plate for her, making her laugh more. 

"One thing I don't understand," Erec said. "The Fates said I had to do most of 
the quest before saving Bethany. How can I do most of introducing myself? 
Should I say, 'Hello there, nice to meet you King Aug--" He laughed. "And then 
later I'll come back and say, '--eas. My name is Erec Rex." 

Aunt Salsa handed Erec a plate of cake and cookies. Zoey scooped a handful 
from his plate, getting more crumbs on Erec's lap than into her own mouth. 

Jam cleared his throat. Clearly he wanted to say something about King 
Augeas, but was holding back to avoid being rude. 

Erec did not want Jam to scare his mother with whatever terrible story he had 
about the king. But, at the same time, he was burning with curiosity. The Fates 
wouldn't give him as simple a quest as just saying hello to somebody, would 
they? He hoped they would, this time, because they knew he had to hurry for 
Bethany's sake. They were on his side, weren't they? 

This quest sounded so simple, how bad could it be? Then again, he 
remembered some of the other quests he'd had. "Open Patchouli's eggs in 
Nemea" had sounded like opening Easter eggs, but it turned out that he had to 
hatch baby dragon eggs without getting attacked by their protective mother. He 
smiled, remembering that that was when he had saved Little Erec's life. And the 
quest, "Get behind and set it free," hadn't sounded bad at all, only a little 
confusing. It ended up being one of the most gut-wrenching ordeals he had ever 
gone through. 

Finally, Erec's desire to know outweighed his worry about what his mother 
thought. It didn't matter, anyway. Nobody would be able to stop him from going. 
Not now. 

"Jam, what do you know about this King Augeas? What's his story?" 
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Jam looked relieved. "It's best that you know, young sir, before you go 
anywhere." To prepare for his story, he arranged a few pillows around himself on 
the couch. Erec and his siblings sat on chairs and the floor, ready to listen. 

"Sirs and modoms, the story of King Augeas is told as a fable. I had myself 
believed that, like most tales, it was not true. That is, until I learned it was one of 
Erec's quests. 

"Legend says that King Augeas was born wanting more. As a baby, he wailed 
each time he looked at his parents, as if disappointed that they were not good 
enough for him. As he grew up, as an only child and prince, he was spoiled by 
the entire court, demanding one thing after the next. He was never satisfied. The 


prince did not care for anybody but himself, so most people tried to steer clear of 
him. But he ordered the children of his servants to play with him, making them 
fetch things and obey his commands. 

"So the other children did not really like him. Only one boy treated the young 
Prince Augeas as a true friend, sharing secrets with him and inviting him on 
adventures. His name was Hector. Somehow, Hector was able to see through the 
prince's spoiled behavior, and his royalty, and glimpse the lonely child inside. 
So, over the years, the two became close. As long as Hector was serving the 
prince in some way, and the prince was able to brag to him about all of the 
cooks, servants, horses, and toys that he had--things that Hector could never 
afford--he was glad to have Hector at his side. 

"Of course, if Hector was lucky enough to be given anything, Prince Augeas 
had to have the same thing, only better. When Hector got a book that he loved 
from his mother, Prince Augeas had to have an ornate copy of the same book, 
handwritten by the author. When Hector was given a cake and a celebration on 
his birthday, Prince Augeas demanded a feast in his own honor on Hector's 
birthday. 

"But Hector did not seem to mind. He accepted that was the 
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way it was with princes and servants. One day, as they approached twenty 
years old, Hector told everyone in the castle about his beautiful bride-to-be. She 
was a Village girl named Arachne, and she had long golden hair with curls like 
spun silk. But, as Hector said, more important than her beauty, Arachne was 
kind. She always had gentle words and cookies for the children in the village, 
helped the elderly with their tasks, and sung sweetly if anyone needed cheering 
up. 

"Prince Augeas immediately decided that he could not be outdone. He had the 
palace courtiers scour the surrounding countries for the finest and most educated 
princesses. Augeas wanted to find the most beautiful and graceful girl in the 
world, someone who would put Arachne to shame. 

"For nearly a year, princesses were brought to his court for him to judge. Most 
were immediately sent away, but some were kept on. He held sewing tests, poise 
tests, races, cooking tests. Even if his future queen would never cook an egg for 
the rest of her life, he wanted to be able to say that she was the best. Each had to 
demonstrate hobbies, which were rated by the prince and his judges. 

"Hector and Arachne were not allowed to marry until the prince had found his 
wife. Augeas said it would not be fitting for Hector to marry first, but they both 
knew the real reason. The prince would have been jealous. Finally, Augeas found 
a bride who was fitting in every way. Princess Lito had mastered seven 


languages, wrote poetry, wore clothing that she designed herself, and was as rich 
as she was beautiful. 

"Prince Augeas arranged a simple dinner with his bride-to-be, Hector, and 
Hector's bride. He was sure that when they were all together, Hector would 
realize how foolish he had been to think that he could ever have anything half as 
good as the prince. 

"But Prince Augeas was in for a surprise that evening. Princess Lito was 
gorgeous, poised, and well spoken. But when Arachne 
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walked in, hand in hand with Hector, to meet the prince for the first time, she 
seemed to glow. She wore only a simple peasant dress. She was not worldly or 
sophisticated. But her kindness made her sparkle, and Hector only had eyes for 
her. He bowed to Princess Lito and wished his best to Prince Augeas, but it was 
clear that he would never want anyone more than his own Arachne. Even the 
prince had a hard time taking his eyes off her. 

"Blushing, Arachne handed Augeas a wedding gift that she had made for him 
and Princess Lito. It was a woven silk tapestry that was more skillfully made 
than any Augeas had ever seen. Boiling with anger, the prince stormed out of the 
room. The next day he called the wedding off. Now he knew whom he had to 
marry, and it was not a princess after all. Only one girl was good enough now-- 
the beautiful peasant who was engaged to Hector. So he sent word to her family 
that she would be his queen. 

"You might think that Hector fought the prince, or that Arachne refused to 
marry him. But that is not the way kings and servants acted back then. For 
Augeas was no longer just a prince. His father had decided that the wedding 
would be the perfect time for him to step down and hand over his throne to his 
son. And if Hector gave Augeas problems it would have meant death. 

"As Augeas stood in the chapel before the wedding started, a bedraggled old 
woman approached him. She told him that he would make a strong king and that 
his just rewards would come to him someday. Augeas had her thrown out, as he 
did not approve of beggars in his castle. But before she was dragged away, she 
told him that he would see her again in his dreams. 

"It seemed that Augeas enjoyed the sad looks that his friend threw to his bride 
during the wedding. In fact, he gave Hector the task of carrying both rings down 
the long aisle of the castle chapel and handing them to Augeas and Arachne. 
After the wedding, King Augeas 
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often would spend time with Hector, with Arachne right at his side. 

"King Augeas did eventually grow tired, though, of the sad longing in his 


bride when she was around Hector. Even though he didn't like seeing him go, he 
decided to send Hector away. A regiment of soldiers was heading south into the 
dreaded Sludge Lands of Nequid. Each of the soldiers had been chosen because 
they had made mistakes in the past, or their commanders did not like them for 
one reason or another. It was a highly dangerous mission, and they were sent as 
punishment more than any real threat to Nequid. Hector was made the 
commanding leader of the troops. Soon after they marched south, word came 
back that they had been quickly overpowered. None of them returned. 

"Augeas never forgot that first night he had met Arachne. He enjoyed 
bragging about his wife's weaving skills. After hearing about Hector's death, she 
spent most of her time at the loom. King Augeas told anyone who would listen 
that Arachne could weave better than Minerva herself. Minerva was the most 
powerful sorceress of her day. People thought of her as a goddess. One of her 
special skills was that she could weave the finest fabrics from her loom. 

"Before long, Minerva showed up at the palace, wanting to see Arachne's 
work for herself. Arachne tried to make light of her skills. But King Augeas kept 
building her up, goading Minerva into a challenge between them. Minerva was 
only too happy to agree--for a price. She was sure she would win more land from 
the king. 

"So Arachne and Minerva sat at their looms for a day, and at the end their 
work was inspected. Even the sorceress had to admit that Arachne's cloth was 
perfect and the artwork devastatingly beautiful. Arachne had woven a scene of 
the sun setting over a castle, with a lone soldier trudging into the woods in the 
distance. 

"Like King Augeas, Minerva did not take losing lightly. She congratulated 
Arachne, then bestowed her own gift upon her, which 
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would let her spend the rest of her days weaving silk. The witch turned her 
into a spider, and then vanished before the king could retaliate. 

"King Augeas fell into despair. His only friend was gone, and his wife nothing 
more than a web spinner in the corner of his chamber. But then one day the king 
had a great surprise. His old friend Hector returned. Hector was dressed in 
finery. Amazingly, he did not bow before him when King Augeas demanded it. 
After being taken captive, Hector had befriended the king of Nequid and become 
his best advisor. When the king fell ill, with no sons of his own, he passed his 
crown on to Hector. He was now king of an even larger land than Augeas. 
Hector's beautiful wife and queen had traveled with him to meet his old friend. 

"Augeas was beside himself. How could Hector have more than he did? He 
had more money, a larger, more bountiful kingdom, and a wife instead of a 


spider on the wall. And worse, there was nothing that Augeas could do about it. 

"That night, the old woman whom he had thrown out of his wedding came to 
him in his dreams. She offered a way to lord over King Hector once again. More 
than that, he could rule over everybody, even kings and sorcerers. He would be 
the king of kings. Augeas agreed, glad to take whatever power he was offered. 
So, in his dreams, he took the official oath to become the Nightmare King. 

"They say that he vanished that night from his bed. He was sent to rule alone 
in the dark shadow lands that form the border between our world and the realm 
of dreams. Under his command are hordes of restless-thought monsters and 
unsatisfied dark-vision hounds that can break into our world through our 
nightmares. The unlucky few in his dominion are the only humans unlucky 
enough to meet King Augeas where he lives now. They are enslaved in a 
nightmare in his lands forever." 

A rapt silence followed the end of Jam's story. 
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Erec's eyes widened as he remembered his quest. "What?" 

"I'm sorry, young sir. Did you not hear--" 

"No. I heard, Jam. I just ... There must be another King Augeas somewhere, 
right?" 

Jam cleared his throat politely. "Not that I've heard." 

Everyone was quiet during dinner until Mrs. Smith's gravelly voice boomed 
through the room. "Still there, I see? I have people all over looking for you two, 
Danny and Sammy. This hiding out is a bad idea. I need to find you." Her voice 
became wheedling. "Do you two know that you're making life very hard for your 
dear friend Dumpling? How am I going to do all the nice things I planned for 
you children if you don't come to me? You need to trust me. I'm your friend. 
Right?" 

The twins looked at each other in horror, neither wanting to answer. 

"Well," Mrs. Smith roared, "if that's the way you want it, then fine. My job's 
not an easy one, I'll tell you that. But I will find you two, if it's the last thing I do. 
The Shadow Prince is on the move, and I want to be ready." 

"You hear that?" Erec sat up straighter. "She's admitted it. She works for 
Baskania, and she wants to capture the twins because--" He stopped himself, not 
wanting to explain his logic that Danny and Sammy were King Piter's missing 
triplets. 

"Garbage!" Mrs. Smith's fury resounded through the room before she made 
her voice sickeningly sweet. "I do not work for the Shadow Prince. I would do 
no such thing, dear children. I only want to protect you from him. Do you 
understand? Will you at least talk to me about it?" 


Erec caught Sammy exchanging a glance with Danny. They couldn't actually 
be thinking about talking to Dumpling Smith, 
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could they? He shot Sammy a warning look and shook his head firmly. 

"Well, then, children. It's good-bye for now. But don't worry. I'll be checking 
back soon, wherever you go." Laughter that sounded like a rusty hinge scraping 
open echoed around them, ending mid-chuckle as Mrs. Smith pulled the Seeing 
Eyeglasses off. 

"You can't believe what she's saying is true," Erec said to Sammy. 

"No... I mean, I don't know. She sounds so earnest. I understand her better 
than you do, I think." 

"You're being put under a spell. Believe me, she's up to no good." 

Well, this was beyond ridiculous. He was supposed to become enslaved in a 
nightmare for eternity in order to rescue Bethany as soon as possible? It was the 
only way she would escape? Was this the Fates' idea of a joke? 

Erec's eyes were open and glued to the clock on Aunt Salsa's wall. His family 
was asleep. He had been offered a bed to share with Trevor, but insisted on 
taking the couch instead. Not that he minded sharing. But tonight he wanted 
some freedom. 

His mother had spent the rest of the evening insisting that the quests were 
getting out of hand. With both King Piter and his castle gone, no one knew how 
the kingdoms would be passed down anyway. She insisted--which made logical 
sense--that Bethany would never be saved if Erec was trapped in a nightmare. 
She probably couldn't be saved by Erec at all. Queen Posey seemed to be the 
best person to rescue Bethany, and they would talk to her tomorrow. 

Erec did not argue. He didn't want to raise his mother's suspicions that he 
might sneak away. Which, of course, was exactly what he was planning to do. 
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CHAPTER THIRTEEN Love and Sand 
Crabs 


ORGET TAKING DANNY and Sammy with him. Forget taking anyone else. 
This quest would be dangerous, and he would not put anyone else's life in 
jeopardy. The only person that he would let join him was the Hermit. Erec's tutor 
was a bit unusual, but he was wiser than anyone Erec had ever met. King Piter 
had assigned him to watch Erec when he did his quests. He always would show 
up then, out of the blue. Erec was doing a quest now, and he hoped the 
152Hermit would appear. He could use all the help he could get. 


But maybe Jam was wrong. This still might all be a mistake. There was 
probably another King Augeas in Otherness somewhere who would be a good 
friend and happy to meet him. The first thing he would do when he got out of 
here would be to check the MagicNet and find out. 

Once the clock struck two in the morning Erec put his shoes on and threw a 
few brownies into a bag for a snack later. A metal object was leaning against the 
Port-O-Door. Erec picked it up and saw that it was Jam's Serving Tray. He 
smiled. Jam knew him pretty well, he thought. He left it here just in case Erec 
did sneak off on his own. 

Once back in his father's house, Erec turned on the MagicNet. A dark-skinned 
woman's face filled the screen. Her hair was mussed as if she'd just woken up. 
She yawned and looked slightly annoyed. "Can I help you?" 

"Yes, I need to find out if there is more than one King Augeas. I don't want to 
buy anything, just get information." 

The woman was trying to fix her hair, pushing it out of her face. "Is four on 
one okay?" 

"Sure." 

She nodded and the screen was replaced by four boxes, each with a person 
inside. In the upper right, a middle-aged man yawned and leaned over a podium 
with books stacked upon it. In the box to his left, a woman sat at a desk filled 
with papers, filing, jotting notes, and organizing them. A sign on her desk said 
ALECTICON MUSEUM OF ANCIENT CULTURES. In the box below her was 
a bed. A person in it snored, the covers over their head. In the final box a young 
man with very thick glasses was blowing his nose into a red handkerchief. 

"Um, do any of you know about King Augeas?" 

The three awake people on screen began to answer at once. 
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Then two of them turned politely to the man with the glasses. 

His voice was nasal. "T've specialized in King Augeas studies throughout grad 
school. The myth came from ancient Greek culture from Upper Earth, before the 
formation of the Kingdoms of the Keepers. It's been changed over the years, and 
embellished, of course. But as far as I've guessed from my research, the story 
was a way for ancients to understand the significance of dreams and to explain 
why nightmares happened. King Augeas was probably made up based on the 
Greek god Apollo and King Nestor--" 

"I beg to differ," the woman at the desk said. "Augeas was a very real ruler of 
old. He reigned in ancient Elis in the Peloponnese peninsula during the time of 
Hercules." 

"Another myth!" the man in glasses shouted. "These fables have been 


disproven more than once. Augeas was constructed out of several stories that 
date back into the Archaic Period." 

The man at the podium began to snore, his head bobbing. 

"Excuse me," Erec said. "Assuming that he was alive, where would the 
nightmare realm that he was sent to rule be located?" 

The man with the glasses laughed so loud he woke up the man at the podium. 
The figure in bed stirred and then was still. 

The woman looked at Erec over her glasses. "I'm sorry. You must understand 
that even if King Augeas was a real person at some point, the story is still 
fictional. Nobody was made the King of Nightmares." Her mouth twisted, trying 
to suppress a laugh. 

Erec tried another tack. "Were there other kings named Augeas? Are there any 
now somewhere?" 

"No, I would think not," the woman answered. "Who would give a child such 
an infamous name? Especially one who was in line to become a king?" 

The man with the glasses shook his head. "There's only one King Augeas I've 
ever heard of." He thought a moment. "I guess you could 
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make sure by asking a listing specialist." He looked around at the neighboring 
boxes, then pointed at the screen where someone slept in a bed. "Isn't that one 
right there?" 

Erec noticed a sign in the corner of the box with the bed that said LISTING. 
"What does that mean?" 

"He's programmed with a listing of everyone living in the Kingdoms of the 
Keepers, Otherness, and Upper Earth." 

"Like a living phone directory?" Erec looked at the bundle in the bed in awe. 
How could one person remember all that? Magic, he was sure, but still . . . "He's 
asleep, though." 

"Wake him up. They're used to it. Throw pebbles at him, or rice, whatever you 
can find." 

Erec looked around and found a drawer with some money in it. If he was 
going to wake the poor guy up, he might as well give him some change. He 
tossed a few bronze gands into the box. Several bounced off the figure until one 
finally hit him in the head. The man sat up groggily. "What? Huh?" 

"Is there a King Augeas living today?" 

Erec could almost see the listings run through the man's head. "No." He fell 
back onto his bed and threw the covers over himself. 

Erec knew he had to set out before daylight, or his family would find him in 
King Piter's house and try to stop him from leaving. He filled a backpack with a 


few extra clothes, the Serving Platter, some money, the vial of dragon blood, and 
his MagicLight, a prize he had won that left light hanging in the air when it was 
dark. 

He had no idea which direction to go, or where he would sleep on the way. 
His only hope was that the Hermit would show up soon and direct him. 

Erec thought about using his dragon eyes to show him a bit of the future. 
Maybe that would give him a clue. But he realized that he 
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couldn't do it. What if he found out that he wouldn't be able to save Bethany? 
He could not deal with that possibility. He had to believe this would work or 
everything would fall apart. 

There was nobody standing outside the water wall around King Piter's house, 
but walking through his yard into town made no sense at all. He wasn't headed 
into Alypium, he knew that for certain. This land that bordered between reality 
and dreams would be far away, on the far reaches of Otherness maybe. He had to 
go another way. 

He headed for the Port-O-Door and was almost surprised when the Hermit 
was there holding the door open for him. 

Wiry, dark, and bald, wearing a long white toga-style outfit, the Hermit wasn't 
laughing and acting silly as he normally did. Even though his mood seemed 
fitting--as Erec was sure he was insanely walking straight to his death--the 
Hermit's silence managed to scare him more. The Hermit gazed at him with calm 
eyes that seemed to see right through him. 

"You have a choice, Erec Rex. Do you pick the big box on the right, or do you 
prefer to go for what's behind the curtain?" 

Erec looked at him blankly. 

The Hermit waited, patient. 

"I don't understand. What box?" 

The Hermit pointed at the Port-O-Door screen, tapping the yellow box marked 
OTHERNESS. 

"So, we can go to Otherness? What is the other choice? What curtain?" 

The Hermit waved in the direction of one of King Piter's windows. 

"You mean the curtains here?" Erec asked. "Alypium is behind those curtains. 

The Hermit giggled. "Okay, then. You can choose to stay in Alypium or go to 
Otherness." 
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Erec was confused. What could be in Alypium that he would need now? "I 
don't know. Can you tell me why I should want to go to Otherness or Alypium?" 

The Hermit put a hand against his own cheek and dropped his jaw in mock 


shock. "You mean you actually want to know why you are going somewhere 
before you rush off? You want to know where you're supposed to be going? To 
have a bit of knowledge about your situation? Not to just wander off aimlessly?" 
He shook his head. "This is revolutionary." 

"Hey." Erec crossed his arms. "Don't make fun of me. I tried to find out where 
the Nightmare King lives, and nobody seems to know. Most people don't even 
think he's real." 

A pleased smile stole over the Hermit's face. "You really tried to find out what 
you need to know?" 

"I think so. I could look through King Piter's books, but that could take a long 
time. Jam didn't know any details, and nobody else does that I know." 

"Nobody else? Think hard, Erec Rex. Think hard." 

In a flash, Erec realized. "You know. You can tell me where to go." 

"Tsk, tsk." The Hermit shook his head condescendingly. "How many times 
have I told you that the answers lie within yourself?" 

"Um, none?" 

"Never mind that. If the answers lie within, I shouldn't have to tell you." 

"C'mon. Just tell me what I need to know." 

"No, Erec. Only you can tell yourself what you need to know. When is the last 
time you visited the room in your head?" 

Erec immediately thought of the dark room in his mind, using his dragon eyes 
to show the future. But that was the last thing he wanted to do now. "I can't do 
it." 

"Scared of what the future brings, are you?" 
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Erec nodded. "I don't want to know. If something goes wrong and I can't get 
Bethany . . . I need to believe that the future will turn out right so I can try my 
best." 

The Hermit pursed his lips. "So, this is a logical decision, then. You're not just 
afraid to see. You're only doing what is right for Bethany." 

"Exactly." For some reason, Erec was not as sure of himself as he felt a minute 
ago. 

"Isn't that funny? I had thought it was more logical to see what is coming so 
that you know how to face it. I thought you might want to do things differently 
and change the future if it did not work out the way you wanted." He scratched 
his chin. "I guess you can't trust yourself to show you what you need to see." 

That all made perfect sense, and Erec groaned. His fear was stopping him. 
Everything he needed to know was at his fingertips. It was his own self, at some 
level, that decided what he should see when he used the dragon eyes. With more 


practice he could control it. 

He had to face his fears and use his dragon eyes. The Hermit was right--if he 
saw something terrible happen, that didn't mean that it had to happen. He would 
just figure out a way to change things, that was all. Maybe he could try to see 
what he needed to do for this next quest. 

"Okay," he said. "I'll do it. Should I look into the future now?" 

The Hermit scratched his bald head. "Not yet. There is more you need to 
know. Let's go someplace quiet. If you're interested in learning what to do, then 
I'll bring you with me to a nice cave in Otherness. Do you have the Serving Tray 
with you?" 

Erec nodded and pointed at his backpack. The Hermit touched the screen in 
the Port-O-Door a few times, and they walked out onto a warm beach. Ocean 
waves lapped the shore in the darkness, reminding Erec how tired he was. Balmy 
breezes tossed his hair. As 
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he walked beside the Hermit, he had no idea where he was headed, but was 
sure it was the right way. 

When the Hermit pointed out a hammock to Erec, he climbed in and was 
asleep before his shoes hit the ground. 

He was searching for something. Searching. What did he need to find? He had 
a sneaking suspicion that it was his own self that was missing. What if he never 
found himself? Would he be lost forever? 

Then something glistened in a pile of mud. It looked like a bubble, but he knew 
it was important. 

It was a key. Of course! He felt so stupid. This key was all he ever needed. He 
used it to open a locked door and behind it was. . . 

Bethany. She had been sitting at a desk. They were in Baskania's complex, but 
Erec wasn't afraid of him. Bethany rose to her feet and gave him a hug, so happy 
to be saved. "You're my hero. Can I kiss my hero?" 

His knees almost buckled from the kiss. 

Her big eyes blinked up into his. "I love you, hero." 

She loved him. His head spun. 

He reached toward her, but for some reason she scratched him. Her claws 
were sharp. She turned into a tarantula, and scuttled across his face-- 

Erec awoke from something spiky moving on his face. A big bug? He brushed 
it away, sending a sand crab spinning to the cave floor. 

The Hermit giggled. When Erec focused, he saw the Hermit was holding 
another crab in his hand. "Was that a nice addition to your dream, Erec Rex?" 

Erec groaned and put an arm over his eyes. What a crazy, annoying thing for 


the Hermit to do--and so typical for him. Erec tried to remember what his dream 
had been about. Bethany was in it, he was pretty sure. 

Well, that was better than his usual dream about his "father," who 
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was not really his father at all. Erec had gotten a memory implant when he 
was three--and it had turned out to be Bethany's memory. In his dreams, he 
would relive a scene of Earl Evirly, abandoning him in the streets at night. 

Erec had wanted to get rid of the annoying memory--but now he felt like 
keeping it. It was the only part of Bethany that he had now. Was she still alive? 
Why did this have to happen to her? She did nothing to deserve being captured. 
This was all the fault of that dumb prophecy: The secret of the Final Magic is 
hidden in the mind of the smallest child of the greatest seer of the first king of 
Alypium. The first king of Alypium was Piter--he was the only king of Alypium 
so far. And his greatest seer, everyone knew, was Ruth Cleary, Bethany's mother. 
Bethany's brother Pi was older than her, and bigger than her as well, so in both 
senses she was the "smallest child." 

It wasn't fair that she had this happen to her. She was just an innocent kid. 
Bethany didn't ask to be born with amazing math skills. She could speak and 
understand math like it was her first language. For fun, in her spare time, she 
disproved theories that had taken math geniuses their whole lives to come up 
with. It didn't surprise Erec that she had it in her to solve Baskania's problem. 

Part of him wanted her to tell Baskania anything he wanted, so he would let 
her go safely. But he also knew what that would mean to the rest of the world. 
Baskania wanted more power than even he could handle. King Piter had said that 
if Baskania mastered the Final Magic, he would end up destroying the world in a 
fit of madness. 

The Hermit watched with amusement as Erec sat up and rubbed his eyes. The 
sun was bright outside the cave. Erec wondered how long he had slept. "Where 
is King Augeas's castle? Is it nearby?" 

"Just steps away, yet further than you can imagine." 

Erec shivered at the thought. Why was it close to a small deserted 
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cave in a rocky bed near a peaceful beach? "Does this cave lead back into it?" 

"No, silly prince. This cave is a dead end." 

Prince? Erec was distracted for a moment, thinking of what the Hermit had 
just called him. His father was a king. He was destined to be king himself 
someday. Did that really make him a prince? He supposed it did, but it still 
sounded awfully strange. He was just a regular kid, and he always would be. 

How would Danny and Sammy react when they learned that they were a 


prince and princess? Danny would love it, he supposed. He always liked lording 
over people in his own funny way. Sammy would get a kick out of it too, he 
thought. 

A red blob appeared in the sand by his feet. It was a snail. Erec picked up the 
snail and took a letter out. 

Dear Erec, 

I was spying on Baskania, and all of a sudden an invisible force pulled me 
right in front of his huge desk in the Inner Sanctum. It was really creepy. He had 
about a million candles lit, and all the furniture was gold, so everything was 
sparkling. Baskania said I was doing great work--which really made me angry, 
since I was against him, not for him. He said it was time I had a promotion. So 
he offered me a real job, with money and a nice place to live in Alypium. 

I guess he was reading my mind about all the things I really wanted the most, 
because in front of me was this table full of great food. I've been hungry a lot 
lately. It's not good, I know, but the only way I can eat is by using spells to 
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steal food. I don't like to do it much, but I don't have any money. And it's not 
fun sleeping on benches all the time. 

Baskania also said to keep your friends close and your enemies closer. I don't 
know if he was saying I was his enemy, or if he meant that I should keep Rosco 
close by. Maybe he meant both. But why he would want me to spy on Rosco is 
beyond me. 

I was going to tell him no way, but then I realized that it might actually help 
me. Don't worry--I won't be swayed by him in any way. I'm just going to use him 
and his money--let them all start to trust me. When I can get back at Rosco for 
everything, then I'll strike. 

I'm not sure what the job is yet that Baskania wants me to do. I know I'll be 
meeting with him and the Stain triplets, though. So that will give me an inside 
scoop for you. 

Your friend, 

Oscar 

Baskania's job offer sounded like bad news, but Erec was afraid to write Oscar 
back. He wasn't near a Port-O-Door, and he didn't want anyone able to find 
where he was now. 

The Hermit was watching him expectantly. 

"I guess I'll look into the future now." A wave of fear washed over him. What 
if he were to see something terrible happen to Bethany? 
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But if it was going to happen, the least he could do was try to prevent it. 


"Then we can go." 

Erec made himself comfortable on the hammock, crossing his legs. 

"Remember," the Hermit said, "you watch what your eyes show you. But 
somewhere inside you, you know what part of the future you need to see. The 
more you use your dragon eyes, the better you will get at it." 

The Hermit was good at saying things that made sense but were confusing at 
the same time. Erec closed his eyes and relaxed. It was time to face what was 
coming head-on. 

He imagined himself entering a small, dark room in his mind. It was a place of 
peace. Everything seemed right. Another door inside led into a smaller room 
within the first room. If possible, this room was darker, cozier. He could sense 
two big windows in the front of the room, and he knew that they would look out 
through his dragon eyes into his future. 

A warm box sat upon a table beside him. It did not exactly glow, but the 
energy radiating from it filled the room. It was a great feeling, being so close to 
so much knowledge. His fears seemed to drain away, leaving only excitement. 
Yes, what he saw might be horrible, but he could face it. 

Erec rested a hand on the box and felt it pulsing with life. Everything he didn't 
know that he knew was locked inside there. 

He was ready. A warm cord dangled between the windows, and Erec grabbed 
it and pulled. The window shades flew open. 

A wall of water raced toward him, towering over him like a tsunami. In a 
second he was immersed, whipped around in gusts and torrents until he didn't 
know which way was up. 

163 

It was impossible to tell which way the surface of the water was, but it was so 
far away he might never reach it before he ran out of breath. He shot forward 
like a bullet along with the rushing waves. 

Amazingly, even though he was sore, frightened, and aching for breath, he 
was happy. No, that wasn't a strong enough word. Gleeful. Ecstatic. This was 
the best thing ever. 

The vision started to fade. Erec pulled the shades and left the room. That was 
not at all what he had expected to see. Where was Bethany? What about his 
quest? King Augeas? Nothing about this vision told him what would happen. 

Then another thought came to him. Did this mean that Bethany would die? 
Maybe he was trying to drown himself. Why else would he be so happy to be 
wiped out by a tidal wave? The only reason he could think of was that he had 
failed and decided to end it all, glad to see the world go away. 

He pushed that thought out of his head. Whatever the vision foretold, it didn't 


matter. He would try to do his best anyway. 
It was time to meet King Augeas. 
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CHAPTER FOURTEEN Finger Magic 


KAY. LET'S GO." Erec did not want to waste another minute. 

The Hermit raised an eyebrow. "You're ready?" 

"Yes." He gulped deeply. 

"Ah, impetuous youth. Always ready to rush in unprepared, make a complete 
mess of things. Strike fast and straight into the jaws of death, right? No looking 
ahead, coming prepared?" 
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"What do you mean?" Erec was exasperated. "I just saw into my future, and I 
got drowned by huge waves of water." 

The Hermit giggled. "Brilliant. You have a very creative mind." 

Erec wasn't so amused. "Creative? I didn't make this up. It's just what happens 
to me." 

"Very creative," the Hermit repeated. "So, do you choose to go now, or would 
you like me to prepare you for your voyage?" 

"Prepare me. But we better hurry. I don't know how long Bethany has." 

"Make a cup of tea for me with the Serving Tray. Not too hot." 

Slightly annoyed, Erec pulled the silver Serving Tray out of his backpack and 
asked it for a warm cup of tea. It appeared in an instant, and he handed it to the 
Hermit. Didn't he know they had to hurry? 

The Hermit smelled the tea and smiled. Then he turned the cup and tossed the 
tea straight into Erec's face. 

"Wha--" Erec wiped off his wet face. "What was that for?" 

The Hermit laughed. "Nothing. I saw a movie where a Zen guru taught the 
most important lesson to his student by tossing a cup of tea into his face. This 
was not exactly a lesson, but I thought it looked like fun." 

"Fun?" A spark of anger kicked Erec in the stomach. "Do you think Bethany is 
having fun right now?" 

The Hermit smiled mysteriously. "I hope so." 

"You hope so? How can she have fun chained to a desk, about to die?" 

"That could be fun." The Hermit frowned, in thought. "If it were viewed in the 
right way." 

"Viewed in the right way?" 

"That's all there is to life, you know. Fun things. We just need to remember to 
enjoy them or we waste it all." 


Erec calmed down. It wasn't worth getting upset at the 
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Hermit. He had a screw loose. "Okay, then. How can I get ready?" 

"You must learn to control your dreams. It is the only way you will return 
from the Nightmare King's realm. He is not used to people being ready for him. 
So he won't expect you to find a way out. But you can. That is your quest, of 
course." 

Erec sat straighter. So, he could meet the Nightmare King and return again? 
Now that he understood his quest, a wave of hope rushed over him. If there was 
a way out, he would find it. "And his realm is right here, near this cave?" 

"It is the cave." 

Erec looked around. "But I thought you said this cave was a dead end." 

"It is. Look out onto the beach. His realm is there. And in your father's house, 
it is there, too. The Nightmare King rules everywhere. All over the world people 
fall asleep." 

"I don't get it. If I'm in his realm when I sleep, then why haven't I met him 
already?" 

The Hermit shook his head. "That is not where you can meet him. When you 
sleep, you may sometimes meet his restless-thought monsters and dark-vision 
hounds. Most nights we resist following them, but when they catch us off guard 
we can find ourselves peeking into the Nightmare Realm." 

"I must be off guard every night, then." Erec thought about his recurrent 
nightmare of Bethany's father. 

"Yes, having a memory chip insert can throw you off. But that also can work 
to our advantage now, help us practice." He smiled. "You must fall asleep and 
practice controlling your dreams. Because when you are a slave of the 
Nightmare King's dominion, you will be completely helpless otherwise. It can be 
done, but it is not easy. It takes strength and determination. If you are not ready, 
your life will 

167 

be over." 

"Do I have to wait until night to practice? I'm not sure I can go back to sleep 
now." 

"No. Ask the Serving Tray for a sleeping potion, one that will let you dream." 

Erec asked, and a glass of steaming red liquid appeared on the tray. 

The Hermit produced a sand dollar, a starfish, and a smooth stone. "Feel these. 
Remember that they are near you. When you sleep, you will have each of these 
objects at your command. Use them." He took the glass off the tray, handed it to 
Erec, and put the tray alongside the odd assortment of items. "Think of these 


before and during your sleep. Keep your hand near them. 

"Before you drink, remember when you once were near the Awen of 
Knowledge. It made you forget everything you ever knew. You had to repeat to 
yourself again and again what you had to do, or you would have been lost." 

Erec's hand touched the empty vial, shaped like a small boar, that still hung 
around his neck. It was a souvenir from his experience with the five Awen. Five 
tiny colored balls had been attached to it--four were now left. He had used one of 
them to save Bethany and Pi from Baskania. When he had used that little ball 
that was from the Awen of Sight, everyone around him was blinded while he 
could see better than normal. He wondered if the other balls from the Awen of 
Knowledge, Beauty, Creation, and Harmony would have the same effect. 

"This will feel the same, at first, as when you were near the Awen of 
Knowledge. You must say to yourself, again and again as you fall asleep, that 
you will change your dreams. Think about your usual nightmare. How would 
you end it differently?" 

The red liquid burned his throat when he drank it. How would he change his 
usual nightmare? With the objects the Hermit put down next to him, somehow? 
He laid his head on a pile of sand and 
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picked up the starfish. What could a starfish do? Maybe it could be a weapon, 
a throwing star. Maybe a star in the sky. Maybe the sand dollar could be a silver 
dollar, or a plate. ... 

The room became hazy. He felt sleep pulling him in. Change your dreams. 
Change your dreams. He kept the chant going in his head as he went under. 

The Hermit laughed and laughed. Erec wondered why, then saw that he was 
sinking in quicksand. . . . 

He was flying. He was a dragon, flying with Little Erec. They soared above 
the mountains of Otherness, over the great dragon reserves of Nemea. Clouds 
whizzed past his face as he spiraled toward the sun... . 

Change your dreams .. . change your dreams... . 

Everything was dark. He was alone, cold, and very small. It was night and 
Erec did not know where he was. A big leafy bush looked like a good hiding 
place. There might be big dogs around, or scary monsters. He better hide there. 

The world seemed huge, and he felt as tiny as one of the leaves on the bush. 
Nobody wanted him. His father had ditched him on the streets. 

After he was hidden, huddled into a ball, he heard a deep voice cut through 
the blackness. "There's the child, you moron." His bitter voice sounded familiar. 
It was his father's boss--Baskania, looming tall over him in his dark cape. He 
had found Erec under the bush. Baskania grabbed his father by the collar. 


"You're a useless idiot. The one thing I asked you to do, you botched. Can't you 
even babysit a child?" 

His father stammered, "Sorry. I--I didn't think it was important. This kid's 
useless. Believe me." 

Baskania slowly lowered his open palm toward the ground. As he did, Erec's 
father fell to his knees, crumpled in the dirt. "I'll determine what's useless and 
what's not. This child very well might serve me in some way. Think who the 
mother was--only the best of King Piter's AdviSeers." 
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A voice was echoing in the distance. "Change your dreams. Change your 
dreams." 

Something rough was in his hand. He looked down. One of the branches of the 
bush had broken off. Spokes radiated from it like a star. Erec pictured it 
changing, and it became metal. It was a studded silver throwing star. 

He eyed Baskania. This man was his enemy. He was insulting his father. Erec's 
hand was small, but he made it grow enough to hold the weapon firmly. Not sure 
how to use it, Erec held a blade between his finger and thumb, then threw it level 
like a Frisbee. It sailed through the air toward Baskania. When the metal hit 
him, Baskania exploded in a burst of white smoke. 

Erec looked at his own hands, elated. They were growing, aging. Soon they 
looked like his own almost-fourteen-year-old hands. He had done it. Something 
was different now. Good. He had conquered a bad thing, put himself in control of 
it. 

A realization hit him. This wasn't real. It was a dream. 

Or was it? He was a dragon again, soaring away. Someone was shooting at 
him from Alypium, below. He dodged the bullets. "Change your dream" chimed 
in the distance. He had things to protect himself. He could use them. What did he 
have? A star. A circle. The circle was a shield. He wore it over his chest, 
deflecting all of the bullets. 

Erec was unstoppable. Nothing could touch him now. He was more alive than 
ever. What else did he have? A shiny metal tray. It was his flying carpet. He 
rested on it, sailing through the breeze... . 

A splash on his face jolted him and he opened his eyes. How long had he been 
asleep? The sun was setting outside the cave. Ugh. He had wasted an entire day. 

He wiped off his face and saw the Hermit holding an empty teacup. "I see the 
caffeine has woken you up." 
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Erec sat up groggily. "I don't think that's how caffeine works." 

"If you say so." The Hermit studied his cup, frowning. "Looks like it worked 


to me." 

"I did it," Erec announced happily. "I changed my dreams like you said." It 
felt great to have controlled what happened in his sleep. He remembered 
exploding Baskania with a throwing star and flying on a shining tray. No longer 
would he have to live with that awful nightmare. From now on he would change 
it every time. "Is that all I'll have to do when I'm stuck in the Nightmare Realm? 
Just change my dream and leave?" 

"Not so simple. You will have to practice controlling your dreams here, so 
when you go there, you'll have a fighting chance. Here it's just a dream. There 
you'll be living it. Very different." 

Erec yawned. "I just don't want to waste all this time sleeping. I have things to 
do." 

"You'll have to get used to it. You'll be asleep the whole time you're with the 
Nightmare King." 

It was hard to imagine what the Hermit was describing. He would be asleep, 
yet living in his dreams in reality? He was tired now, and even though he had 
slept all day he found his eyes closing. It must have been a strong sleeping 
potion. 

"Find a few things to put in your hammock next to you before you sleep. You 
should practice changing your dreams more." 

Erec put his MagicLight next to him, along with a cookie in a napkin that he 
produced from his Serving Tray, and a few silver coins. He touched them all as 
he fell asleep, thinking all the while: Change your dreams. Change your dreams. 

The morning sun's rays stretched into the small cave, waking Erec. He 
remembered his dreams much better than usual, because he had been somewhat 
awake during them. He had used the money that he 
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had put next to him to pay for Bethany's return home. He had eaten the 
cookie, and it had made him invincible. The napkin was a paper map that 
showed him the way to King Augeas. And he had used the MagicLight to shine 
his way through dark tunnels and find his way home. 

His usual nightmare had returned as well. But this time Erec had turned into a 
dragon and breathed fire on Baskania, turning him into a starfish. 

The Hermit was meditating in a lotus position on the floor. He opened one eye 
at Erec, then closed it again. "All right. Time to get ready, then." The Hermit 
rose on one foot, the other still crossed in the air. One of his eyes stayed closed. 

"Are we going to meet King Augeas?" 

"I think you are forgetting something." The Hermit was talking out of only 
one side of his mouth, as if the entire other half of his body was still meditating. 


"What?" 

"Your father asked me to be your magic tutor as well as watch over you during 
your quests. Remember that?" 

"Yes," Erec said, perking up. He had hoped that he might finally learn some 
magic from the Hermit at some point. 

"Well, it's time for a lesson." 

"Now?" 

"No time better than the present,’ I always say. Or was that, "Nothing is better 
than a present’? I forget." The Hermit slapped the side of his face with the closed 
eye. It opened and he set that foot down. 

"Can this wait until I get back?" 

"Not if you want to come back." 

"But I don't even have my remote control." 

The Hermit tossed something into the air, and Erec caught a 
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remote control. "Thanks." It was the one that Rosco Kroc had given him a 
long time ago. "How did you get this?" 

"I found it for you. What can you do with it?" 

"Barely anything," Erec admitted. "If I put it on level one and really 
concentrate, I can move small objects. If I say the word . . . what was it... ?' 

"Phero?" The Hermit chuckled. "Lame crutches, these words. Just as this 
remote is. Your friend Oscar can do magic without words or remote controls." 
The Hermit tapped the remote control lightly. "First I'll teach you the secret of 
using the remote, what the words do. Then we'll forget all about them and 
concentrate on the magic inside you." 

"Will this help me save Bethany?" Erec asked, impatient. 

"It may ... or it may not. But I am your tutor now. So let me tute you. You'll 
never know when you'll be glad you were tuted." He pretended to play a trumpet 
for a moment, then burst out laughing. "Toot, toot." 

"Ooh-kay .. ." Erec grinned despite himself. He had been dying to learn 
magic, and had no luck with his old tutor, Pimster Peebles. Maybe now he'd 
actually learn something. Magic tricks could only help him with whatever 
obstacles lay ahead. 

"First, learn a word or two. Phero means to move something. Make it more 
specific. Aeiro levitates, lifts things upward. Anastrepho turns them upside 
down. Simple. You set your remote on level one. That's the easiest level. See 
what you can do." 

Erec pressed the button in the lower right corner of his remote control until it 
read 1. He pointed it at the starfish lying on the sand and pushed the glowing 


' 


green button on the device. "Phero." The starfish budged a little as if a wind had 
blown it. Erec was disappointed that it had not moved more. 

"Now, picture where you want it to go, and try it again." 
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Erec imagined the starfish sailing into his lap and pressed again. "Phero." The 
creature whizzed through the air and dropped straight onto his legs as if the 
Hermit had tossed it. "Wow. That was easy." 

"Very easy for you. Not always for others. You're very absorbent, like a good 
paper towel." The Hermit giggled. "That means the Substance fills you up easily. 
Lets you use it. That is why you can do magic and others cannot. The more 
absorbent you are, the easier it is for you to do. 

"You have seen the Substance with your dragon eyes. You know how beautiful 
it is. The reason it is so perfect, so glorious, is the magic that runs through it. 
Think back to when you looked at it closely, so close that you cut a hole in it 
with your own eyes. It was molecules, atoms, neutrinos. It was stars, galaxies, 
universes. The same Substance that fills you up fills all of these things. Every 
molecule is a universe to its particles. Every person is a star, pulling people in 
with their gravity. You can feel that more than most, because you are open to it. 

"A remote control takes any magic that people have inside and concentrates it 
so that even the weakest can use the Substance. It takes no thought, no effort. 
You don't need it. Use it just for a tool, so it can teach you how to do magic 
without it. Turn it up to level two and try moving the starfish again." 

Erec pushed the button to read 2. This time when he said "Phero" and pressed 
the green button, the starfish shot into his stomach so hard it hurt. 

"Now try to make it happen slower. Same thing." 

"Phero." The starfish moved just as fast onto his legs. "Ow." 

"Concentrate. Slow." 

Erec pictured the starfish moving in slow motion. He focused on the thought 
as he pushed the button and said, "Phero." This time it lifted into the air and 
gradually spun toward him, dropping onto his lap. "It worked!" 
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"You can do more things when you turn it up to level three. That is the level 
that can teach you how to move on. That is where you will start to feel it." 

Erec pushed the small button to read 3, then tapped the large glowing green 
one. "Phero." He willed the starfish to spin slowly up toward the roof of the 
cave, make a figure eight, then drift back down to the floor. Doing it was as easy 
as wanting it to happen. All it took was a little imagination. 

"Did you feel it? Feel where the power is coming from inside you when you 
do it? Think this time." 


Erec tried another command. "Anastrepho." He pushed the green button and 
the starfish plopped hard onto its back. 

"That was a weak command. Be specific. Use your mind's eye." 

"Anastrepho." Erec concentrated and this time the starfish floated up 
gracefully and turned in the air, just as Erec wanted it to. He could tell that the 
remote was pulling his power from deep within him. It felt like its source came 
up through his heart into his head--like it was his very will itself, running 
through a spot deep inside his mind where his ideas came from. 

"Can you feel it? Pay attention." 

Erec had felt it. But the magic was not what he had imagined it would be like. 
It was more a part of his imagination than a command. He had to try it again. 

He pushed the green button. "Phero." The starfish lifted into the air, first one 
side rising higher and then the other, until it settled delicately upon the Hermit's 
bald head. Interesting. Erec felt a definite pull when he was doing it. A 
concentration of his energies. The remote control brought the power out of him 
easily, but he could tell that the feeling was what he must imitate in order to do 
magic on his own. 

"Bravo!" The Hermit clapped his hands. "You can do the simple things that 
any little baby can do. Very good!" 
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That seemed like a backhanded compliment. Erec pointed the remote control 
at the Hermit's head and pushed the button. "Phero." The starfish spun atop his 
bald pate. The Hermit looked like he was wearing a propeller beanie hat. Erec 
laughed. 

"Now you've got it." 

The more he played with the remote control, the better he could identify the 
feeling of where the magic was coming from. Now he understood how others 
could reproduce this same feeling and do magic without one. 

"Try it." As if the Hermit had read his mind, he grabbed Erec's remote away 
from him and crossed his arms. 

Erec stared hard at the starfish and tried to make it spin up into the air. He 
could imagine the feeling he needed to pull out to make it work, but for some 
reason it would not budge. 

"You need to use a motion. That will act as a gateway for your power." 

Erec focused again, imagining the starfish rising, spinning. He pointed at it, 
tapping his finger in the air. The movement triggered a response deep inside him. 
A rush of power blasted through him along the same channel where the remote 
had pulled his magic from. He could feel it racing inside his body and leaving 
through his finger. The starfish shot into the air so fast that it hit the roof of the 


cave. 

"Control now. Control. Finger magic takes practice." 

Erec almost didn't hear what the Hermit said. He was so happy that he had 
created magic on his own, without a remote. It never seemed possible, but it had 
been so easy! 

He pointed down at the sand and crooked a finger at it. A column whirled into 
the air like a mini sandstorm. Control, he told himself. He made the particles 
spin slower and then faster. The more he did it, the more natural it felt. "What 
else can I do? This is level-one magic, right?" 
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The Hermit seemed bored. "Some people describe magic as being in levels. 
‘Level one is manipulating objects, level two is causing sensations, level three is 
flying, changing chemistry.’ Putting magic into levels is a way to rate people, put 
them down when they can't do as much as someone else: 'You're a level one. 
You're a level three.’ 

"Magic should not be competitive. You will learn more going by feel, trying 
out new techniques as they hit you. Practice is your friend. Don't worry about 
levels." 

Erec nodded, but the levels still sounded interesting. Could he start a fire? 
That was level-three magic, he was pretty sure. He concentrated and wiggled a 
finger. A flash of burning pain seared his finger, leaving a bright red mark on his 
skin. "Ow!" He blew on it and shook it in the air to cool it. 

"That happens when you learn. It's okay." The Hermit touched Erec's finger 
and the pain disappeared. 

"Thanks." 

The Hermit tossed Erec's remote control back to him. "Spend the rest of the 
day practicing both with and without this to help you. You'll catch on fast. 
Tonight you can work on controlling your dreams again. Then tomorrow you 
will visit the Nightmare King." 
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CHAPTER FIFTEEN A Final Birthday 
Party 


REC SPENT THE day making sand crabs fly, sending stones crashing into 
each other, and levitating himself. He tried to make the Hermit feel like he was 
being tickled, but that didn't seem to work. 

A thought occurred to him while he was practicing. Maybe now he had a 
better chance of rescuing Bethany. Learning magic had to have improved his 


chances. If he looked into his future 
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now, through his dragon eyes, he might be able to see more. Maybe his vision 
wouldn't show him drowning in torrents of water. Instead he might see himself 
holding hands with Bethany somewhere safe, like his home in New Jersey. 

Erec sat on the sand and let the waves wash over his bare feet. He closed his 
eyes. The sun shone warmly on his back. Confidence ran through him, and his 
spirits soared. He could do anything now. 

First he imagined going into the small dark room deep inside his mind. It was 
inviting and peaceful. He pushed open the other door and went into the darker 
room inside the first one. 

The table still held the warm box thrumming on top of it. 

He found the warm silky cord and pulled it, opening the windows, and looked 
through them. 

A mountain crashed toward him, flecks flying as it sped closer. 

It moved so fast that it almost looked solid until it was close enough to see the 
frothing foam and rushing waves. 

Water raced toward him, towering over him like a tsunami. In a second he 
was immersed, whipped around in gusts and torrents until he didn't know which 
way was up. It was impossible to tell which way the surface was, but it was so 
far away he might never reach it before he ran out of breath. He shot forward 
like a bullet along with the rushing waves. 

Erec pulled the cord and shut the windows. This was not at all what he wanted 
to see. So this would be the end of him still? He would drown? 

If that was the case, he would face that now. He pulled the cord again and 
watched what happened next. 
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He crashed into the dirt at the bottom of the flood, then bounced up again into 
the never-ending deluge. Big clumps of green and brown goo swirled around 
him, picked up by the rushing river. He could not hold his breath any longer. His 
head spun, and he choked. 

He was so relieved, so excited. It didn't matter if he inhaled the water and all 
the disgusting things in it. He sputtered and coughed, limbs flailing wildly in an 
attempt to reach air. 

Things were turning gray. He needed oxygen. Just as he was about to pass 
out, something hit him hard on the head. Did he crash into a wall? It looked like 
a door. He burst through an opening and was thrown to the side of the flood. 
Water sloshed around him, spreading out across the fields. 

Right before everything turned black he gasped for air. 


Erec closed the windows. Was that gasp really his own? He was pretty sure it 
was. He had felt himself take the breath. Would he survive, then? 

He left the dark rooms in his mind and lay back onto the sand. Had he been 
trying to drown? He didn't think so. It wasn't like he jumped off a bridge into the 
middle of a lake. It seemed more like he was standing in the way of a tidal wave. 
But the tidal wave had been good, for some reason, even though it had knocked 
him out. So what was that supposed to mean? 

This would be Erec's last chance to work on changing his dreams before 
meeting the Nightmare King. He hoped that he would 
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learn enough to get him through whatever faced him there. 

He put an odd assortment of items next to him on the hammock before he fell 
asleep. 

Change your dreams. Change your dreams. 

As his eyes drifted shut, he felt an awareness dawn within him. He would 
sleep, yet he would be watching. 

Sand covered his toes, then rose to his knees. He was buried in quicksand. 
Every move he made pulled him in deeper. Then enormous waves rushed over 
him, freeing him from the sand. He tumbled in the water, banging against walls, 
confused. . . . But then a surfboard appeared in his hand. He pulled it straight 
into his dream, conscious that he was still dreaming. Up and up, he became king 
of the waves, riding them on his board with ease. 

Bethany and Erec were prisoners together. An executioner appeared, ready to 
take one of them to their death. The other could live another month. Erec stood 
to go first . . . but then his hand grabbed hold of something. It was a remote 
control. It remained in another world, but his hand could still reach it. He 
commanded it to come to him. He pointed it at the executioner and pressed a 
button, and the man vanished in an explosion of light. Erec and Bethany walked 
away, hand in hand. 

In the morning Erec felt tired, like he had been awake all night. In a sense he 
had. "I still don't know what the Fates meant about getting most of my quest 
done before saving Bethany. If I'm stuck in a nightmare world forever, how will I 
get anything done at all?" He thought a moment. "Well, they said I'd understand 
later. We'll see about that." 

"Do you know what today is?" The Hermit's eyes twinkled. 

"Yup. The day I meet King Augeas." A cold wave of fear washed over him. 
This might be his last day on Earth as he knew it. 

"You're right. But today is a big day for another reason." 
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Erec shrugged. Nothing else seemed important compared to what was coming. 
"I give up." 

"It's your birthday. Happy birthday! Let's eat some cake before you go." 

"My birthday?" For the first time in his life Erec had forgotten his own 
birthday. Celebrating it seemed like a luxury now, from another time. "It's April 
eighteenth already?" 

"Yes, it is. Prince Erec is growing up." The Hermit spun the Serving Tray on a 
long finger until it sailed off and hit the cave wall. Chuckling, Erec asked the 
tray for a birthday cake, and one appeared complete with fourteen lit candles and 
HAPPY BIRTHDAY EREC beautifully inscribed in frosting. 

The Hermit amused himself, singing a squeaky rendition: "Happy Birthday to 
you. You're smelling like poo. You think you're so big now, but you act like 
you're two." 

"Ha, ha." Erec ate a huge slice of cake. It was light, with just the right amount 
of sweetness, tasting a bit like lemons and white chocolate. "I guess this is a 
good send-off." 

"The best way to walk into a nightmare is with a smile." The Hermit stuffed 
nearly a whole slice of cake into his mouth at once. 

A red dot in the sand grew until it became a swirl of color. "A snail!" Erec 
picked it up and pulled a letter out. 

Dear Erec, 

I had to tell you the news. Baskania is involved in something big. I mean 
huge. 

He's been meeting with the Three Furies--Alecto, Tisiphone, and Megaera. 
They're the sisters of the Three Fates, and they're locked away in this place 
called Tartarus. I guess 
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they're really powerful and dangerous. The only way that they can escape their 
prison is by capturing a thousand humans each and stealing their souls. But they 
can't get out to find any humans. And they're connected together, so they can 
escape only when there are enough souls for all three of them. 

Baskania is working out a deal with them. He's bringing human captives to 
them in trade for their powers. They want the best and brightest. The more 
important the people that Baskania brings to them, the bigger his rewards. So 
he's already taken some government leaders from Upper Earth, and some 
sorcerers who've opposed him. He's given them the ex-president of the United 
Nations. 

But the biggest news of all is that Baskania has captured the Clown Fairy. She 
is ancient and powerful, so it's really hard to hold her captive. I haven't heard 


where he's keeping her, but no normal jail could hold her. He's going to give her 
to the Furies in return for some big prize. The clowns in Otherness are in total 
chaos now. Their king and queen are dead--Baskania's assistants got rid of them 
ten years ago when they killed half the people in the Castle Alypium and put a 
spell on King Piter. But at least the clowns could function without their king and 
queen because the Clown Fairy was around. Now they're totally out of control 
and will probably all die. Baskania doesn't like them, so he doesn't even care. 

I have to give Baskania credit. He has this whole thing planned out to a tee. 
He's going to give the Furies 2,999 
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people, just one away from letting them all escape. Then he'll strike some 
bargain with them. He'll give them the last person only if the Furies agree to be 
his slaves when they get out. 

The guy thinks big. I don't think he's that bright, though. The job he gave me 
is to advise him! Can you believe that? So he lets me in on all of his meetings-- 
when he's here, which isn't all that often anymore. I hear everything. Like he 
doesn't realize I'm just going to report it all straight to you! And when he's gone I 
just have to hang around and tell him what I see. 

Well, at least I'm getting paid, and have a roof over my head. And I stay far 
away from Rosco. My plans for him are getting clearer now. He'll pay. 

Your friend, 

Oscar 

Erec's mind reeled at the thought of Baskania releasing the Furies on the 
world. And Rosco advising him--how strange was that? Something was fishy, 
and Erec had a bad feeling about it. He hoped Oscar kept his wits about him. But 
at least he would be alive . . . which is more than Erec had to look forward to, 
given where he was headed. 

Erec trudged across the sand, feeling like a prisoner walking to his execution. 
He was following the Hermit back to the Port-O-Door. 
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His backpack was heavy--the Hermit had insisted on throwing shells and the 
starfish inside, to remind him of the beach. Could he possibly be the only human 
ever to escape from the Nightmare King? 

The Hermit tapped a finger on the map of the far reaches of Otherness where 
it joined with Upper Earth on tiny Henrietta Island in the East Siberian Sea. The 
door opened into a blast of freezing air. Erec shivered as he walked out into ice- 
covered rocks. Frigid winds whipped his arms and legs. If Jam was with them, 
they would have been cozily wrapped in down parkas, he thought. 

He slipped, cutting his hand on a patch of jagged ice, but he picked himself up 


and followed the Hermit through mounds of snow. A flock of tiny black-and- 
white penguinlike birds rushed away as they came near. His legs were getting 
stiff and numb. He forced them to keep moving even though he could barely feel 
them anymore. 

Soon he felt like he couldn't possibly go much farther. Erec hunched over and 
hugged his legs, trying to rub some feeling back into them. The Hermit turned 
and waved him forward. Erec could not see his face anymore, only the pale sheet 
of cloth he wore. It looked like the cloth was moving on its own, with nobody 
inside it. 

That was crazy, though. Was he hallucinating from the cold? If he didn't get 
indoors soon, he would certainly die out here. The Port-O-Door was well behind 
them now, or he would have staggered back to it. 

The white sheet that seemed to be the Hermit waved for him to follow down a 
slope. He put one foot in front of the other, stumbling into a tunnel that led under 
a steep, snowy cliff. It looked like the tunnel ahead was filled with ice-covered 
water. He would freeze in an instant there. Where was the Hermit? Who was that 
white sheet ahead? 
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He pushed onward, afraid that the next time he stopped moving would be his 
last. He would surely die out here. The sheet was clearly empty now, the Hermit 
long gone. It waved like a flag, pointing toward the water-filled tunnel. 

He didn't have any choice. Erec would never make it back to the Port-O-Door. 
This was the end of him. He fell forward, stiff, sliding down the slope and 
straight into the icy tunnel. 

His consciousness flickered as he felt his body rushing through waves. The 
cold no longer bothered him--probably because he was about to die. Was he dead 
already? It seemed likely. How could he have survived the icy water? 

Yet he was still having thoughts. What did that mean? 

It was hard to get a sense of what was around him. Everything was white. Not 
cold, not snowy. Just ... white. Empty. Vacant like a piece of paper before you 
decide what to draw or write on it. 

Laughter echoed through the tall white chambers. Two huge thrones made of 
ice stood against the wall, one twice the size of the other. Sitting in the large one 
was a man with dark hair and a beard, dressed in black. He was doubled over in 
hysterics. His skin glistened, sparkling like the icicle-coated stalactites that hung 
around him like crystal chandeliers. 

The man pointed at Erec. "You came to visit me. Isn't this rich?" He cackled 
with glee. "Another king-to-be, eh? It's like a party here. You're not planning to 
take over my spot, I hope? I'd like to see you try." He wiped tears of mirth from 


his eyes. "I'm sorry. May I introduce myself? My name is King Augeas. 
Although you probably know that if you've come this far to find me." He pointed 
at the smaller throne next to his. "If you thought you'd sit at my side, it's too late 
for that, too. I have another king-to-be keeping me company for a while. Only he 
has a special guest pass. Which, unfortunately, you do not." 
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Erec's jaw dropped when he saw who was sitting next to King Augeas. 
Wrapped in red ermine and black mink, Balor Stain was shivering in his icy seat. 
He looked miserable. Balor looked just as shocked to see Erec. 

"So, you two know each other? How fun. It's not often I get visitors, you 
know. If I had any servants left, I'd have them bring out snacks." He tittered. "I 
personally have lost my taste for food. I'm beyond those crass mortal longings. 
More power to me, I say, if I'm not subject to the whims of hunger and sleep. 
Oh, yes. Especially sleep." He cackled, waggling his eyebrows with a knowing 
look. 

Erec felt odd, but he couldn't put a finger on why. He wasn't dreaming. Of that 
he was fairly sure. Things here seemed much clearer than in a dream. Yet at the 
same time, they did not quite seem real, either. The icy chamber should have 
been freezing, but Erec felt no sensation of temperature at all. Even though he 
was standing, he almost felt like he was floating in nothingness. For a moment 
he wondered if he was dead. Maybe he had fallen into the icy water and didn't 
make it out again. Was this some kind of final hallucination? 

In any case, his quest was to visit King Augeas and introduce himself. Erec 
bowed like Jam would. "Nice to meet you, King Augeas. My name is Erec Rex." 

King Augeas howled with laughter. "Rich. So rich. Did you think I am so 
mortal that I don't know exactly who you are? I am the king over kings. My 
realm covers the known world, plus places only recognized in the souls of each 
person on Earth. The most powerful, the richest, the kings--they are all my 
subjects, trembling before me and my guards in fear when we approach." 

Erec bowed again. He had done what the quest had sent him to do. Time to cut 
his losses and leave. The guy liked flattery, he thought. Maybe that would work. 
"Thank you for meeting me, King Augeas. It was an experience I'll never forget. 
I should go back now, 
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but I'll tell everyone how great you are." He looked around to see which way 
he had come in. The room looked like a rounded bowl with no exits in sight. 

The king laughed even harder. "We have a comedian with us today, Balor. He 
thinks he can waltz in here, meet me, and leave again. But those aren't the rules, 
are they?" 


Balor sneered at Erec. At least that part about him hadn't changed. 

"What are you doing here?" Erec asked Balor. 

Balor blinked a few times as if he was trying to remember. "Keeping watch on 

"It's a laugh, isn't it?" King Augeas said. "Like this human boy is going to be 
able to guard something here in my realm. He's lucky he's awake at all, but that 
was the deal I struck with his father, the Shadow Prince. The man's got some 
interesting deals up his sleeve. I get to keep the biggest prize of all here, because 
I'm the only one who is powerful enough to control her." He rubbed his hands 
together. "They'll want her back at some point, I assume." He giggled, then 
whispered to Erec with a hand cupped around his mouth, "It may be harder to get 
her back than they think, though." 

The king pointed toward the small throne and a flash of white electricity shot 
from his finger. Balor's eyes bugged with fear and his mouth opened into a wide 
O. Then the king put his finger down and sighed. "And this is supposed to be 
guarding my prize from me. Keeping watch, are you?" Suddenly Balor gasped 
and felt around in the air in front of him as if it was pitch black, even though 
Erec could see perfectly. "Oh, fine. Have your sight back." The king snapped his 
fingers and Balor blinked with relief. 

Erec felt awful for Balor. He wasn't a nice kid, but he was still a kid. It wasn't 
his fault he was cloned from Baskania. Not too long ago Balor had been doing 
the Tribaffleon contest with him. Erec remembered how they had to pull swords 
out of stone anvils. Balor made his 
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remote control turn into something like a jackhammer, breaking the anvil so 
he could pull it out easily. Erec had been so angry that Balor had cheated. Now 
he wondered if he had been too hard on him. It wasn't like the poor guy had 
anyone teaching him right from wrong. 

But then Erec remembered the Stain triplets gleefully killing baby dragons. 
No, those three definitely had something wrong upstairs. They were probably 
lost causes. 

What kind of prize had Baskania given King Augeas that was so important 
Balor had to keep watch over it? Something only King Augeas was powerful 
enough to hold? What did that mean? 

"I don't get guests often, but when I do, I have a little habit. I collect dreams. 
Nightmares, really. My collection is spectacular. I generally demand a donation 
when I come upon a live person." He smiled. "I'm not asking much, really. Most 
people are happy to be rid of them. They can't appreciate their beauty like I can." 
The king gestured toward Balor. "This young king-to-be offered me a nightmare, 


even though he didn't have to. Balor's not subject to my rules--that's part of our 
deal. But he kindly offered anyway." The king smiled. "Come close to me, boy. 
Let me take your best nightmare for my own." 

Erec shuddered. What would taking a nightmare involve? He looked around 
the room again, trying to find a way out. 

"That won't work, boy. The only way out is to do as I say." The king cackled. 

Erec approached the king, trembling. If this was all he had to do he could 
handle it. 

"Kneel at my feet." 

Erec bent onto his knees. Up close, he could see that King Augeas's skin was 
hard, sparkling like diamonds. His black eyes, empty dead holes, bored down 
into him. They grew quickly, sucking Erec into the nothingness inside them. 
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Erec was transfixed. He could not move, could barely breathe. The king's 
pupils seemed to spin, making a vortex that pulled Erec's soul from his body. He 
could sense a mist lifting from himself. He was the mist. The body he left behind 
was cold and abandoned. 

"There it is," the king said. "That's a juicy one. And well developed, I see. You 
use this one quite often. I like it." 

Erec knew immediately what nightmare the king had seen. It was the one that 
stemmed from his memory implant when he was three--the one that had turned 
out to be Bethany's memory. Something strained and tugged inside of his very 
essence. It was tearing, pulling away from himself. He heard his own voice 
screaming ... and then he fell back onto the floor, back into his own body. 

Out of his chest, like a reflection in the mist, stepped a small child. It was 
nameless, faceless, but it was shivering and afraid. A bush rose from Erec, out of 
his right arm, and it rolled out onto the icy floor, taking root. The child looked 
around, shaking and crying, and then it hid underneath the bush. 

Erec jumped in shock as a car's horn blasted. The car sailed out of his own 
body, creating a road under it as it drove near the bush. The child sniffed, 
clinging onto the small branches. 

More cars drove by, some emerging from Erec's body with a gut-wrenching 
pull, and others weightlessly running him over. A man poked his head out of 
Erec's stomach and looked around. "There's the child." The man sneered, 
climbing out of Erec as if he was a manhole. His voice, and soon his face, were 
unmistakable. It was Thanatos Baskania. 

Balor gasped. Erec heard him whisper, "Father . . ." 

Earl Evirly climbed out of Erec's stomach after Baskania, hanging his head. 
"I'm sorry, boss. I didn't know it was that big of a deal." 


"Didn't know?" Baskania's voice was controlled, but Erec could tell he was 
enraged. "There's the child, you moron." He grabbed 
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Earl's collar. "You're a useless idiot. The one thing I asked you to do, you 
botched. Can't you even babysit a child?" 

"Sorry." Earl talked faster, as if trying to distract him. "I--I didn't think it was 
important. This kid's useless. Believe me." 

Baskania slowly lowered his open palm toward the ground. As he did, Earl 
fell to his knees, crumpled in the dirt. "T'I determine what's useless and what's 
not," he spat. "This child very well might serve me in some way. Think who the 
mother was--only the best of King Piter's AdviSeers." 

The child watched them, shaking. It looked just as frightened to be found as it 
was being abandoned. 

"I'm sorry. So sorry, sire. Please forgive my stupidity." Earl spoke into the dirt 
covering his face. 

"You'll take this thing." Baskania tapped his toe into the child's side. "And 
bring it straight to the Memory Mogul. Any memory of all of this"--he waved 
around--"should be removed. The child will forget you abandoned it, and you'll 
start fresh as its caretaker." 

The figures became hazier as they spoke until they were hard to see. Then the 
child, the bush, and the two men shrank into tiny plastic statues and whirled 
through the air into a glass trophy case against a wall. Other small statues lined 
the shelves. Erec wondered which of them was Balor's nightmare. Suddenly he 
realized that he was exhausted. Even sitting up seemed to be too much of an 
effort. 

"Care to sleep now?" The king laughed. "I'd advise that you get your 
instructions first. It would be a shame if you gave up the only chance you had of 
returning to your world." 

"What?" The room was spinning, and Erec forced himself up onto an elbow. 
"Can't I go home now?" 

"Go home? Absolutely not. Our fun is just beginning. You don't have a free 
pass out of here like this gentleman does." He waved a hand carelessly toward 
Balor. "You are my subject forever now. As 
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soon as you fall asleep, I will add you to my little village. I so enjoy keeping 
people here. And I'll give you a job to do there too. Everyone gets a job." He 
grinned, tapping his chin. "Let's see. What will your job be? Something 
wonderful, I think! Everyone gets a wonderful job in my Nightmare Realm. 

"I know. You'll be the stable boy. The stables are a bit of a mess, I'm afraid. 


But I'll offer you a deal. Once you finish your job you'll be free to leave. Fair is 
fair, right? You'll find everything that you need there in order to make them 
sparkle." A sickening smile spread over his face, but his eyes remained cold. 

"Don't worry. You don't have to go quite yet. Not until you fall asleep, 
anyway. So stay awake and keep us company as long as you can. It looks like 
your birthday will be the last day you are ever awake. Sorry I couldn't make your 
final birthday party more .. . fun." 

A wave of exhaustion hit Erec and his eyes drooped closed. He forced them 
open. Not yet. He didn't want it to be over yet. But it was impossible to stay 
awake. 

The room grew black as a wicked cackle filled the air. 
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CHAPTER SIXTEEN Wandabelle 


REC SPUN DOWN a huge dark tunnel that led straight into the earth. The 
walls of the tunnel narrowed, closing around him. As he dropped, little creatures 
with pincers reached for him from the walls. Red liquid oozed then gushed down 
the sides of the tunnel, covering the creatures. A few drops splashed onto his 
clothing, burning holes through his sleeve like a strong acid. He tumbled head 
over heels, waiting to crash. 
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Below him, fast approaching, was a bubbling pool of black lava, steam 
gushing up to meet him. He dropped into it head-on, and it turned into a murky 
ocean. Heavy weights were tied to his ankles, and he was sinking, fighting for 
breath. He kicked and struggled to get free. The surface was just feet above him, 
but he was being pulled farther away. 

Laughing mermaids with long, sharp teeth pointed at him as he sank. He 
reached up in desperation . . . and then he was tied to a huge target. Circles were 
painted on his chest and on the round board he was stuck to. The water was 
gone, replaced by a huge man dressed like a pirate with a torn lacy shirt and vest, 
and billowing knee pants. He glared at Erec, sabers in both of his hands, then 
raised one high in the air and flung it toward Erec. The blade sank straight into 
his heart, pinning him to the board. 

For some reason he wasn't dying. The man threw some more sabers at him, 
stabbing him in the stomach and legs. They didn't hurt, but they terrified him. 

Why couldn't he feel them? Erec was confused. Was this a dream? He must 
have fallen asleep. But it didn't feel like a dream. He could remember what 
happened before he got here--that wasn't normal for a dream. He remembered 
eating birthday cake with the Hermit, then dropping through an arctic channel 


into King Augeas's chamber. 

No, this wasn't a dream. But he also remembered falling asleep. What did that 
make this, then? 

The Hermit had said that while he was here, he would be living a nightmare. 
Would it really go on forever, like King Augeas said? Would that be his fate? 

Once he realized that the sabers did not hurt, the huge man lost interest in 
throwing them. "Eh, if only me sabers worked like they should here, I'd be doing 
ye a favor. Nobody in this place will die." Then 
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he waved at others around, shouting, "Look what we have here, people! 
Another new peasant. Funny-looking clothing this one has too." 

People poured out of buildings until a crowd formed around Erec. They 
seemed to be from another era. Some of the men were mud-covered, wearing 
ragged britches and cloaks made from animal skins. Others wore simple tunics, 
reminding Erec of ancient Greece. One man sported a short dress with shoulder 
epaulets and tight knee-length pants underneath. A few of the women, with 
tattered puffy-sleeved dresses and bonnets, looked like they had come out of a 
picture book of the Middle Ages. 

But what struck Erec more than their odd clothing was the look of their faces. 
All of the villagers wore the same fierce, hateful expressions. 

"Well, look what we've got 'ere." A woman walked around him, eyeing him up 
and down. "Is this some type of clown, I suppose, sent to amuse us? What's your 
job here, boy?" Erec stared, speechless, and she slapped him in the face. 
"Answer me, wretch. What job did the king give you?" 

Erec tried to remember what the king had said. It seemed like that had been in 
another world. "I'm a stable boy." 

The crowd laughed, jeering. A few people threw things at Erec. 

"So, we've got ourselves a stable boy now," the woman said. "Well, don't think 
we'll let you hang around resting all day. It's work, work, work around here. 
We're all working our way out again, you know. As soon as I get my job done, 
I'll be free as a bird, back to me old life." 

"What is your job?" Erec asked. He was starting to feel uncomfortable pinned 
onto the target board. If only he could reach the rope ties, maybe he could free 
his arms and pull the sabers out... . 

The woman scowled. "I'm the cook here. I have to hunt the rats with my bare 
hands and turn them into stew. Eat them before they eat us, that's what I always 
say. I chop their tails off first while they're biting me. That way I can season it a 
bit with my own blood." 
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The image was so atrocious that Erec almost threw up. He would not be eating 
anything here, that was for sure. "But I thought you said you'll be free when your 
job is done. When will it be done?" 

"As soon as I catch the last rat." 

The big man with the sabers laughed. "They multiply by the hundreds each 
day. There's a million more rats here now than when you arrived." 

The woman kicked the man in the shins, but he did not seem to mind. "That's 
better than what you have to do," she screeched. "At least I'm not a toilet 
scrubber." 

Being a stable boy didn't sound half bad compared to what these people had to 
do. The crowd was getting restless. People were spitting, cursing. Someone 
threw a moldy tomato at Erec. Then everyone joined in, throwing things that 
smelled so awful they must have been rotting for months. He gagged, struggling 
against the ropes that held him. 

A twinkle of light appeared in the comer of his eye. As it came closer, Erec 
saw a beautiful girl in a long sparkling dress walking toward him. Long, golden 
hair flowed around her face. Her eyes sparkled in a multitude of colors, like a 
small child had made them from glitter. The girl looked remarkably clean, even 
in the filth that seemed to hang in the air. The people throwing things at him 
cowered in her presence, throwing her disgusted looks. Then they started 
throwing fistfuls of mud at her white dress. 

Erec felt a tug and then his hands were free. The girl had come close enough 
to untie him, but then the crowd grabbed her, shoving her back where she had 
come from. 

Only a few people stayed around as Erec worked the sabers out of himself and 
finally stepped off of the target board. A gray-haired man in a tunic flexed his 
arms and walked closer. Erec cringed, wondering if the man was getting ready to 
punch him. The man's face changed 

196 

into that of a horse, then a hideous creature with long, sharp teeth. He shoved 
Erec roughly down a narrow cobblestone path. "Get thee to the stables. They 
haven't been cleaned since we've been here, for about two thousand years now. 
You've got a lot of work to do." 

Erec could not leave that creepy guy behind fast enough. Horrid screams filled 
the air as he walked. Crumbling buildings lined the road and rats raced through 
the dirt streets. Inside a few open windows Erec saw enormous spiders with 
webs filling entire rooms. This was a nightmare. It felt like one in every way. 
Only, he was awake. But then he remembered King Augeas saying that he would 
stay asleep forever. Which was he, then? Awake or asleep? 


Walking seemed to steady him a little. He felt himself shaking from fear, so he 
tried to ignore the disturbing images, some of which winked in and out along the 
sides of the road. 

A familiar voice called to him. "There you are, you pathetic scoundrel. I've 
been trying to get rid of you for a long time." Erec was shocked to see Balthazar 
Ugry pointing his walking stick at him. A blast of smoke sparked from its end-- 
Erec barely jumped out of its way. The rocks behind him exploded. 

Erec shrank back in terror. Then he remembered how powerful Ugry was. 
Maybe he would know a way for them to get home. "Balthazar!" Erec ran 
toward him. "How did you get here? Are you stuck here too?" 

Balthazar Ugry sneered and faded into the air. He was just another of the false 
visions that haunted this wasteland. This realm was populated with nightmares, 
drawn from all of its residents. He doubted that anyone else but he knew 
Balthazar Ugry, so he must have been a new addition. 

Out of nowhere, a hissing snake appeared at his feet, ready to strike. Erec 
dove away in the nick of time. Whose nightmare was the snake from? 
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And who was that girl who had untied him? She didn't fit into this horrible 
place at all. 

The stable was located at the end of the road, although Erec could smell it 
long before he could see it. Animal dung, ranging in age from ancient to new, 
filled the entire huge stable. Only a few animals were inside, because they had 
barely any room. But masses of oxen, cattle, and goats roamed around the yards 
surrounding the stable. 

A thought occurred to Erec. With so many cattle here, why was the cook 
making stew every day out of rats? 

"Because." Raucous laughter filled the stable. King Augeas's face was 
projected onto the enormous dung heaps inside. "Those are the rules. And why 
would the cook waste her time preparing cow meat if her only ticket out of here 
is to kill all the rats for supper? Rules are rules. This is your stable to tend. You 
must clean it day and night until every last piece of filth is removed. Once you 
make room for more animals, you must bring them inside to stay, taking them 
out and bringing them back in every day." 

Erec felt tiny among the mountains of mess surrounding him. "What shall I 
clean it out with? Where are the shovels?" 

The king tittered. "Use what you brought with you, of course. Your hands. 
You'll find a river behind the stables. You can use it to wash up with. Dump this 
mess into the water so the grounds outside don't get dirty." King Augeas was 
loving this plan. "A perfect job for a prince--some good, hard labor will put you 


in touch with the earth. Once this place is sparkling clean, you'll be free to go." 
He vanished, leaving only echoing laughter hanging in the air. 

Erec put his hands on his hips and looked around. The enormous stable was 
nearly filled with mud and slop. He tried not to be overwhelmed. If this is what 
he had to do, then he would do it. Disgusting as it was, there could only be so 
much filth in this stable. He would scoop every last bit of muck out and go save 
Bethany. 
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Holding his breath, Erec grabbed two handfuls off a towering pile. Then he 
looked around. This was ridiculous, he thought. He dropped the muck back onto 
the ground. He would take forever to clean this place out if he took such small 
bits at a time. No--he had to take larger loads somehow. Really blocking his 
nose, Erec leaned into a smelly stack of sludge, wrapped his arms around it, and 
pulled, grabbing an armful out. The stuff was mushier than he thought, though, 
slipping through his arms and down his stomach, leaving him grasping only a 
small wet mound against his chest. He picked up some of the more solid parts 
from another pile, loading up as much as he could carry. 

With all the piles of manure in front of him, he couldn't see where he was 
going. After only a few steps he slid in some wet dirt. His feet shot out from 
under him, and he collapsed, face first, into the dung. 

"Eeewww!" The mire was all over him. He tried to get up, but his feet gave 
way, slipping on more wet slime. In a minute he was covered, swimming in it. 
Every time he managed to stand and grab an armful of muck, he slipped right 
back into it. 

Finally Erec gave up trying to take an armload and carried two large handfuls 
down to the river behind the stables. The mindless oxen and cattle nudged him 
as he wound his way through the hordes that filled the yards. 

The river raced cold and clear behind the cattle yards. Erec dove in, letting the 
water wash the filth off him. After pulling himself out, he lay dripping on the 
bank and looked back at the enormous stable. Why had the Fates sent him here? 
At least his other quests did some good for someone. This task wasn't going to 
help anyone. It was just keeping him away from Bethany. He should never have 
listened to them. His mother had been right. Queen Posey had a better chance of 
getting Bethany out of Baskania's fortress than he 
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did. What was he trying to prove, anyway, doing all this himself? 

Erec closed his eyes. His mother. He had forgotten how this would affect her, 
too. She would never see him again. What had he done? This truly was a living 
nightmare. 


Well, as long as he was stuck here, he would never stop trying to get out. He 
sloshed back into the stable, this time slipping even more since he was drenched 
from the river. He fit a little more into the crook of his arm this time before 
sliding back out and going down the hill to the river. Then back again to the 
stable. 

After a few trips, he tried to take his shirt off and use it to carry piles of gunk. 
But it was stuck to him. His clothing seemed to be part of him now. 

This was definitely not reality, he decided. Some weird, crazy version of it 
was running around inside his head. 

At least he wasn't getting tired--probably because he was already asleep. Back 
and forth, back and forth, Erec trudged from stable to river, bringing small bits 
of slop out with him. How long had he been doing this? Days? Weeks? Months? 
Time seemed to blend together. Soon he had cleared out enough space to bring 
more animals inside. The only problem was that they made a huge mess as soon 
as they came in. 

He needed to find help here. The thought occurred to him that if the entire 
village worked with him, he just might get the stable cleaned. He rinsed himself 
off in the river, then set out to see if anyone would lend him a hand. 

A small bald man in a worn gray tunic was sweeping the rat-infested, filthy 
streets. Bugs raced through the dust behind him, and bats flying above left fresh 
droppings that he sailed into the air with his broom. Thinking he knew how to 
clean up, Erec approached him. "Excuse me. I was wondering if you could do 
me a favor. I have to 
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clean out the stable in order to get out of here, and I have a friend who is in 
trouble, waiting for me. Could you please help me with the stable? If I find a few 
people to work together, I might be able to get out of here sooner." 

The man scowled at him. "Listen, boy. I was one of the first people here. I was 
a villager in Elis, where Augeas used to be king. He brought me and some others 
with him two thousand years ago. If anyone should leave first, it's me." He 
leaned on his broom. "I'm tired, boy. Help me out sweeping, okay? I have only 
one broom, but if you use your hands, maybe it will help me get out of here. Ask 
around and find some people to help you. Then when I'm free, I'll work on that 
stable with you." 

As much as he hated not helping the poor old man, Erec could not imagine 
spending even more time here than he had to already. The man's job seemed 
impossible. Then what would happen to Bethany? Erec shrugged and ran off. 

Strange images popped up and vanished along the craggy roads as he walked. 
Bats and beasts, zombies lumbering out of haunted houses. Strolling through the 


Nightmare Realm was worse than digging through the stinking muck at the 
stable. A scream of frustration came from a decrepit shack by the road. Not sure 
if it was part of another nightmare segment, Erec peeked into the window. 

A woman was pounding on the walls inside, tears running down her face. 

His first impulse was to mind his own business. But the woman seemed so 
miserable, he thought he should see if she needed help. He knocked on her door. 

When she opened it, Erec gasped. The woman looked like she was thousands 
of years old. She was bent and stooped, with huge puffy circles around her eyes. 
Every bone of her skeleton showed 
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through her skin, which was so loose and translucent that her wrinkles had 
wrinkles. She sniffed and blotted her face. "What do you want?" 

"T'd like some help, actually. I have to clean a stable. . . ." Erec realized how 
desperate he was, asking this ancient woman to do hard labor for him. 

"Help? Did you say help? I'd love some help myself. I can't stand the idea of 
being here a single day longer. Please, come inside." 

Erec lingered in the doorway, afraid that he might get trapped. A long table 
inside was filled with steaming vials of liquids, piles of powders, scales, burners, 
and a microscope. Mirrors lined the walls. "What are you doing?" 

"T've been working so hard. My job is to find a cure for aging. I have so many 
tools at my disposal, almost any chemical you can imagine. I have to try all of 
my cures on myself. Most have backfired." She gestured to her face sheepishly. 
"It would be so nice to have somebody else to try my medicines. Maybe they 
would work better on you." She leaned near Erec, reaching bony fingers toward 
him. 

Erec jumped back, hands up. "No, thanks. I have a lot to do at the stables. 
Good luck with your cure." 

A crowd jeered in the distance. Erec wandered toward the noise. Maybe 
somebody there would help him. 

The girl in the sparkling white dress sat on a small white chair on a plot of 
grass. Erec had almost forgotten about her. She looked just as clean and beautiful 
as before. It seemed like forever since he had arrived and she had untied him 
from the target board. A group of people stood around her, shouting. 

"You lazy, good-for-nothing girl! Look at you, spending your whole day doing 
nothing at all." 

"Pig! You're a selfish pig, you are. Wasting all your time away." 
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"She thinks she's too good for us. Doesn't have to work, not her. Just like a 
little princess." 


The girl rested her chin on her hand and watched some buzzards flying 
through the gray sky, looking totally bored. 

"Hey, listen everyone," Erec shouted. "I really need some help. I've got to get 
out of here. My best friend is in terrible danger. If I can just get the stable clean, 
I can go. Will all of you give me a hand, just for a few days? I'd really appreciate 
it." 

Everybody stopped short. Then they burst out laughing, slapping their sides 
and pointing at Erec as if he were a comedian. 

"You got someone on the outside that needs you? That's the oldest line in the 
book. Good luck with that one, kid." 

"Listen to him. Help him clean the stables. Yeah, I'll help you--after you do 
my job and get me out of here first." 

"T'll help you." The girl in the chair stood up. Her voice rang like bells. "Let's 
go." 

The people who had been jeering at her looked as amazed as Erec was. 

"Good," someone said. "Let her find out what it's like to work all day. Then 
she'll come help me pick up all the garbage." 

"Then you'll help me sweep the sand off of the beach, won'cha, girlie?" 

The girl did not answer them but stepped lightly through the crowd and took 
Erec's hand. "Who are you?" she asked as they walked. 

"My name is Erec Rex. I'm--" 

"You're Erec Rex? I know exactly who you are. How did you get stuck in 
here?" Her voice was sweet and sympathetic. Erec almost cried with relief to 
have found a friend. 

"I had to come here." He struggled to remember the reasons why. It was hard 
to think clearly in this place. "I have a friend who's in danger. I have to do my 
quest first, and then I can help her." 
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"I'm sorry. I don't understand. Who is in danger?" The girl's voice rang like 
bells. 

"My best friend, Bethany. She's been captured by Baskania. I have to do 
twelve quests before I can become the king of Alypium. The Fates said I had to 
do my next quest before I can help Bethany escape." 

"How awful. You must have taken a wrong turn and ended up here by 
accident, then. What was your quest supposed to be?" 

"No, I didn't take a wrong turn. My quest was to meet King Augeas." 

The girl stopped in her tracks, yanking Erec to a halt. A python slithered by, 
stopping in front of him. It waved its head back and forth as he slowly backed 
away. When Erec turned his attention to the girl, he was surprised to see tears 


filling her eyes. "This is what the Fates sent you to do?" She threw her arms 
around him and kissed his cheek. 

His skin tingled where her lips were. He rubbed his face. "Why did you do 
that?" 

"You've come to help me. I just know you have." She grinned at Erec. 

"It looks more like you're the one helping me. I'll try my best to do what I can 
for you, but don't get your hopes up." He laughed. "I mean, look at me. I can't 
even clean a stable by myself." Erec looked over his shoulder and saw that the 
crowd had broken up. "Don't feel bad that they were picking on you. I think it's a 
compliment that you don't fit in to this place. Why is everyone so nasty here?" 

"Most of them have been here a long time. It's not a nice place to live, even 
for a day, let alone thousands of years. I guess I'd be grumpy too. I think that 
they're mostly good people underneath, though." 

Erec thought about the desperation of the old woman who was searching for a 
cure for aging, and the man who wanted the girl to help him sweep all the sand 
off the beach. "These jobs that the 

204 

Nightmare King gave to people are awful. Do you know how many have 
made it out of here?" 

She raised her eyebrows. "Do you actually think anyone can finish the jobs 
that they were given? I think that's part of his fun, seeing everyone slave away at 
ridiculous tasks with no chance of escaping." She shook her head. 

"What was your job, then? Is that why you aren't bothering with it?" Erec was 
embarrassed and upset that he had spent so much time cleaning the disgusting 
stable if it really was impossible to do. 

"I didn't get a job. That's why they're all so mean to me here. They're jealous." 
She shrugged her shoulders and her blond curls bounced up into the breeze. 
"Any of them could give up their jobs if they wanted to, but they're all afraid to 
stop trying. I think a part of them knows that what they're doing is futile, and it 
makes them angry to see me not wasting my time like they are." 

"But why didn't King Augeas give you a job?" 

"I think he was being extra safe, to make sure that I don't get out by some 
trick." She smiled. "I should introduce myself. My name is Wandabelle. I'm the 
Clown Fairy." She spun in a circle, and Erec saw golden gossamer wings waving 
on her back. 

His eyes widened. "You're the Clown Fairy?" He considered that for a 
moment. "You must be the 'prize' that King Augeas was talking about." So that's 
why Balor was here, so that Baskania could make sure the Clown Fairy stayed 
prisoner. "How did you end up here? Did Baskania bring you?" 


She nodded sadly. "He captured me by surprise--that's the only way I can be 
caught. I'm very fast, so if I know someone is coming I can always escape. Over 
the years people have caught me--it's good luck--but no one can keep me. I 
always find a way to escape." She sighed. "Looks like I'm finally trapped, 
though. I don't know why anyone would do this to me." 
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Erec remembered what Oscar had said in his letter. Baskania was going to 
give her to the Furies, and they would give him some big gift in return. She was 
just another soul for them to steal. A deluxe model to suit their vanity. Baskania 
could care less that she was the only thing holding the clown population together 
since their king and queen had died. 

"We need to get you out of here. The clowns in Otherness need you." 

Wandabelle hung her head. "I know. I'm afraid that I'm stuck, though." 
Another idea occurred to her, and she perked up. "Then again, with you here, 
anything can happen! You saved all the baby dragons when they were missing in 
Otherness.” 

"Well, yeah. But I had some help then--" 

"And you rescued King Piter when he was hypnotized." 

Erec grinned. "That was a while ago. I got lucky--" 

"And you freed the bee hind that was messing up all of the Substance!" 

"Whoa!" He smiled. "That was ... well, that was pretty tough. You're right. I 
guess I am amazing." He laughed, which felt good, like his whole body was 
relaxing. "But the problem is, you're more amazing than I am. You're the only 
one who was keeping all of the clowns in the world alive. And you can escape 
from anywhere. So if you can't do anything to get out of here, I probably can't 
either." 

"I don't believe that for a second. You specialize in fixing things. This is your 
area." She delicately waved an arm toward the crumbling buildings and filthy 
streets. 

"Gee, thanks." He looked at the mess around him and chuckled. His situation 
didn't seem quite as bad when he had a smile on his face .. . 

... which reminded him of something that someone once said to him. What 
was it? The best way to walk into a nightmare is with a 206smile. It really rang 
true. Someone wise had said it, he was sure. And he had a vague memory of 
eating cake. 

The Hermit! Erec had forgotten all about him. Maybe the strange atmosphere 
here--or maybe it was the fact that he was asleep (Erec had to keep reminding 
himself that he was asleep) made it hard to think straight. The Hermit had taught 
Erec how to do finger magic, as he called it. And he had showed him something 


else. Something important that Erec needed to know. 

If only he could remember what it was. He had the feeling that it was really 
the key. If only he could think straight . . . 

Wandabelle surveyed the stable with a tight smile. "You'll never get this clean. 
You do know that, don't you?" 

Erec looked at the piled mounds of stinking grunge and the slime oozing out 
of it and all over the floor. "It's doable. At least it's a finite mess, right? It will 
eventually come clean. Not like sweeping the sand off the beach, or something 
like that." 

"I don't think so." Wandabelle pointed at the animals outside. "You know 
what's going to happen once you clear out enough room to bring them all in here, 
don't you? They'll make more of a mess faster than you can clean it up. He 
wouldn't have given you the job if you really could escape." 

Erec began to feel desperate. "Maybe with help, then? I really have to get out 
of here fast." 

"Let's try and see what we can do." She smiled. 

Erec plowed his hands into the dung heaps and grimaced. "I'm really sorry. 
This is going to ruin your dress. I can't believe I'm asking the Clown Fairy to 
cover herself in animal poop." 

Wandabelle's laugh tinkled through the stable. "I'm not above doing stable 
work. Anyway, my dress will be fine. I'm dirt-resistant. Goes along with my line 
of work, dealing with clowns. You can guess 
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how often I get in the way of flying cream pies, even mud pies. It's important 
for me to keep looking nice, don't you think?" 

Erec agreed that it couldn't hurt. Wandabelle grabbed an armful of sludge. 
Most of it melted, slipping onto the ground. Like she said, the dirt slid right off 
her dress and skin, leaving her sparkling clean. 

"Wow! That's handy." Erec scooped up a huge pile of dung, which toppled 
back onto his head, leaving him covered. "Ugh!" He slid and fell into it and 
ended up rolling in the muck until he was completely covered. 

Wandabelle laughed so hard that she almost fell over too. 

"Really funny." Erec grabbed a handful of guck and threw it at her, but it 
bounced off and fell to the ground. 

"Ahhh." Wandabelle fanned herself with her hand, teasing. "It's sooo nice to 
be clean. You really wouldn't imagine how great it feels!" She took a step and 
slipped, arms waving back in the air to catch herself, then tumbled next to Erec 
in the smelly goo. "Ugh!" She lifted a hand out of it, which of course remained 
perfectly clean. 


Getting up, on the other hand, was not so easy. They both slipped and fell 
repeatedly until finally they found some dry ground to stand on, pulling 
themselves up with piles of dried dung. All in all, the effort was completely 
disgusting, but at the same time they were both laughing so hard that Erec 
almost didn't mind. 

"The best way to walk into a nightmare is with a smile." 

Wandabelle paused. "That's really wise. Did you just make that up?" 

"No. An old friend said it to me. He is really wise." 

Maybe Erec could show some wisdom too. The Hermit had brought him here. 
He believed, like Erec did, that the Fates knew what they were up to. That meant 
Erec had been sent here for a reason. 

If he could just figure out what it might be. 
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CHAPTER SEVENTEEN The Beauty 


of Dreams 


T WAS IMPOSSIBLE to tell how long Erec and Wandabelle moved small 
amounts of muck from the stable to the river. The work was going a little faster, 
which meant that Erec had to move more animals inside. Wandabelle had been 
right. The animals were amazingly quick to re-create the mess, to the point 
where they had to be moved outside again. 

At least the job was more fun with a friend to work with. 

"Do you notice that we never get hungry here?" 
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Wandabelle shrugged. "I don't eat much, anyway. Just a little dew now and 
then, when I'm in the mood." 

"And we never have to sleep?" 

"I don't ever sleep." She pursed her lips, correcting herself. "But I suppose I 
am sleeping now, though. I guess there is no choice here. That's probably why I 
can't escape." 

"If only there was a way to wake you up." Erec gave that idea some thought. 
"Don't worry, Wandabelle. I'll do my best to get you out of here. Even if I end up 
leaving before you. I'll come back for you." 

"Promise?" 

"I promise." He looked around the stable. It was just as filled with gunk as 
when he first arrived. "That is, if I ever leave here at all." 

Wandabelle fluttered through the air on her sparkling wings and landed in 
front of him. "We do need to escape, Erec. The clowns are in big trouble with me 


locked away. They won't last too long without a leader. I should have fixed 
things for them already, but I had no idea that I would be captured." She sighed. 
"You see, their old king and queen were--" 

"I know. They were killed." 

"In a sense." She touched a finger to Erec's nose. "Thank you for helping me." 

His nose itched, and he rubbed where she tapped it. "No thanks yet." Erec 
crossed his arms and paced, careful not to slip in the guck. "I don't think this is 
doing any good. You're right. Let's not waste any more of our time here. We're 
going to find another way out." 

They walked into the village, dodging tarantulas and running from a tribe of 
headhunters shooting arrows at them. 

"Maybe we should both help someone else," Erec suggested. "It could get 
people into the right frame of mind. If we all shared the jobs, we might at least 
be able to get some people out of here." 
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Dark waves crashed onto the gray shore of a nearby beach. Erec saw a man 
sweeping the sand off the beach, not making a dent as the waves continuously 
pushed more right back around him. Crabs scuttled by, biting his ankles. That 
job looked like torture. 

"Want some help down there?" 

The man approached suspiciously, as if he didn't trust his ears. "What did you 
say, boy?" 

"We'll sweep with you, if you like. Could help you get done faster." 

His eyes bugged. "You would do that for me?" 

"Sure." Erec and Wandabelle had no brooms, so they used their hands to push 
sand off the beach and into the water. Of course, all of the sand they moved 
rushed right back onto the beach with the next wave. 

"Maybe we have to go faster," Erec suggested. 

A few people gathered by the street above them, watching in amazement at the 
three of them working together. 

"Come on down and join us," Erec called. "Maybe if we all pitch in, we can 
actually do this." 

A few came down to the beach to watch or work, and others ran to spread the 
news. Soon the entire group of villagers was standing on the beach. Eyes bugged 
out of their heads, and hands clasped over their hearts. 

"I haven't smiled in eons," a woman said. The deep lines in her face looked 
almost cracked in two from her grin. 

"Well, don't just watch," Wandabelle shouted. "Push some sand into the water 
with us. It's fun!" 


Oddly, it was fun. People ran forward, hands on the ground in front of them, 
splashing into the cold surf. Others scooted on their bottoms, pushing sand with 
their feet and giggling. 

"I haven't done a wretched thing but clean toilets since I've been 
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here--except for throwing me sabers at the lot of you." Erec recognized the 
man who was dressed like a pirate. "This is like paradise!" 

"A vacation at the beach!" 

The man who had spent thousands of years sweeping the sand was beside 
himself with joy. Tears streamed down his face. His broom fluttered faster than 
Erec could have imagined, spurred by renewed hope. "Thank you." He gripped 
Erec's shoulder. "Even if your idea doesn't work, I'll never forget this day. I feel 
so much better." 

"Tomorrow," shouted the toilet scrubber, "we finish the beach. Then we all 
move on to hunting down the ants!" 

A man with a bow and arrow clasped a hand over his chest. His chin trembled. 
"Thank you! And the day after that, we scrub the toilets! Then collect the 
garbage!" 

Plans were made as people splashed and rolled in the water with glee. 

"Oh, dear," Wandabelle whispered to Erec. "This isn't working at all. Have 
you noticed that there isn't any less sand now than before?" 

Erec nodded. "They're a lot happier, though." 

"True. But it would be nice to really get them out of here. We have to find 
some way to change things... ." 

Change things. That phrase sounded familiar. 

Change . . . That was what the Hermit had been teaching him. The thing he 
couldn't remember. 

He could hear it now, his own voice, faint, in the back of his mind: Change 
your dreams. 

That was it! The Hermit had showed him how to change his dreams. Well, this 
was a dream, wasn't it? Maybe he could change things here, too. 

How had he done it before? He had placed objects near him while he slept. He 
could touch them, pull them into his dreams, make them become whatever he 
wanted them to be. 
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Erec tried to remember what he had with him now. His backpack had a lot of 
things. The Hermit had thrown shells and starfish into it. A nice round shell 
sounded perfect now. It would be much bigger here, inside his dream--their 
shared nightmares. But how would he find it and bring it here? 

Control. He had to pay attention to his body. Change your dreams. Where was 
his body now, really? It took a certain awareness, he knew, to be able to tell 
while he slept. He had done it before. 

Focus. Think. 

You are asleep. Change your dreams. Realize that. Feel where your body is, 
what's around it. 

A spark of awareness popped into his head. He grabbed onto it. His hands 
were empty, but something clung onto his back. It was his backpack, he was 
sure. Could he open it in his sleep? Was it possible? 

With immense effort, Erec shoved himself forward and the backpack slid off 
his arms. The floor felt hard. The beach before him flickered, and then came 
back. He was lying on the sand, moaning. People were gathering around him. 

"Are you okay?" 

Forget this picture. Open the backpack. Erec felt torn between two worlds. 
The beach overwhelmed him with its sights and sounds. The other, the hard 
floor, only became solid if he really thought hard. He fought against the beach 
image, the dream. 

Open the backpack. He felt a zipper, pulled. Was he really doing it? Or was 
this just another dream? 

He felt things inside it. Reach a hand in, Erec. 

He shuffled on the floor, still asleep but moving. He could sense things around 
him. People? He heard snores. 

Or were those waves? No, they were waves crashing on the beach more 
ferociously than ever. People were gathered around him, talking about a seizure, 
wishing there was a doctor. 
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No! He had to keep focused. His hand roamed in his backpack. Feel for 
something round. ... 

There it was. A sand dollar--in his grip. 

No, it wasn't a sand dollar. It was an enormous fan. He pulled it right into the 
nightmare of the beach. 

His hand became gigantic, like a skyscraper. It dragged something onto the 
road facing the beach. The thing was so big that it stretched into the clouds, 
reaching from one end of the beach to the other. 


Everyone watched silently as his hand shrank to normal size. A solemn mood 
settled on the group. A miracle was happening. 

"Um ... we better move off of the beach." Erec jabbed a thumb toward the 
road. The villagers followed Erec silently, back behind the giant fan. "Grab onto 
the netting on the back of this thing and hold tight. I think it will create a lot of 
wind, even on this side." 

People lined up, arms woven through the steel mesh behind the fan. Erec 
knew where the button was to turn it on, of course. It was his fan. And he knew 
that it would work. 

With a swift kick, Erec flipped the switch. Fan blades began whirling. The 
pressure soon sucked him so tight against the steel that he could hardly breathe. 
The sand from the beach sailed far out over the ocean as easily as a giant would 
blow dust off a matchbox. Clumps of wet sand that lay beneath lifted away too, 
in huge chunks. Every time wet sand washed ashore it blew, too, followed by 
rocks that danced more like feathers. Soon the shore was a clean, bare slab of 
bedrock. 

Erec kicked the fan off, and they all pried themselves away from the metal. In 
a blink, the fan vanished. 

"I... I did it!" The man whose job was to clean the beach rejoiced, broom 
still in hand. "I can go home now! Thank you!" He hugged Erec and Wandabelle. 
"Thank you all! King Augeas? I can go!" 

The king's face appeared in the sky. "Yes?" His voice was oily. 
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"You think you finished--" His jaw dropped open. "You . . . how did you do 
this? Did you get help? Because I don't know if that's fair." 

The man waved his broom at the sky. "A deal is a deal, good king. Am I free 
to go?" 

The king huffed and grumbled some. "Fine. But don't expect anyone you 
know to be alive anymore." 

The sand sweeper vanished from the beach. 

Villagers crowded around Erec and Wandabelle, crying and hugging them. 

"You did it!" 

"That is the first person ever to leave here!" 

"How can we thank you?" 

A shy voice asked, "Can you help me catch all the rats, you think?" 

Erec winked. "T'll try my best, ma'am." 

"How did you do that?" Wandabelle and Erec were sitting on a patch of grass. 
Villagers stood far enough away to give them space to talk, but close enough to 
shoo away the bigger cockroaches and fight off any wandering minotaurs that 


might bother them. 

"It's a dream-control thing. I can bring objects from the real world into this 
nightmare we're all in." 

She giggled. "I knew you could help us, Erec." 

Neither said it, but both of them realized a sad fact: While Erec might be able 
to free the people that had a job, he still would not be able to help Wandabelle 
escape. The king had been smart not to make any deal with her. 

"Are you going to get yourself out of here now?" 

Erec shook his head. "I'm going to help everyone else escape first. I can't just 
leave them in this place." As he said it, he realized that if he succeeded, 
Wandabelle would be left in the nightmare alone. That sounded like a horrible 
idea. 
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She read what he was thinking from his face. "Don't worry about me," she 
said. "Being alone couldn't be worse than before, when everyone was awful to 
me." 

Erec called out, "How many people live in this place?" 

"Nineteen, before you two came," the toilet scrubber said, walking over. His 
voice was filled with awe. "So twenty-one. Guess it's twenty, now that Cadmus 
is free." He clapped Erec on the shoulder. "Puts me to shame, it does. We've 
done nothing for one another all this time, and your first day here you already set 
someone free." 

"My first day? No, I've been here months." 

The man laughed. "I remember back when I thought like that too. No, days are 
just very long here. Long and dreary. But the nights is worse. That's when all the 
nasties come out. They last forever, too, because we can't sleep." 

This place was sheer torture, Erec thought. He felt like he had been here 
forever already. "Well, I guess I have my work cut out, trying to get everyone out 
before tonight." Erec smiled. "Don't tell the king how we're doing this, or he 
might figure out how to stop me." 

"Aye, aye, cap'n. Griffin at yer service, here. Anything you need, you just tell 
me, ya hear?" 

"Thanks, Griffin. Right now I'm just going to think a bit about blasting some 
blasted rats." 

The beauty of dreams, Erec realized, is that anything can happen in them. Rats 
can be vanquished by starving serpents, inescapable traps, or even rodent-eating 
starfish if he chose. But the best way to catch them, he thought, was with 
starving cats. King Augeas wanted all the rats to be caught and eaten, and this 
covered all of the bases. 


He struggled for that feeling of awareness, touching in his backpack for 
anything remotely catlike. Nothing seemed right. 

Then Erec felt some very tiny bumps--sand that had fallen in 
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when the Hermit gave him the shells. Lots of grains of sand would make 
perfect little cats. His fingers slid along his backpack, scooping as much sand 
into his palm as he could. 

"Look! He's out again, having another fit." 

He was half in one place and half in another, split between universes. Ignore 
the voices, he told himself. Listen to the snores. Feel the sand. Pull it into your 
dream... 

His hand came out big, but not as huge as before. Big enough to release about 
a hundred sandy-brown cats onto the grass. The sensation was amazing. His 
fingers felt like an opening between worlds. Erec grabbed one little cat by the 
tail as they scattered in search of food. "Come back and tell me when every last 
rat in this realm has been eaten. Then you all can go." 

The cat mewed fiercely and ran off. People were staring at him in wonder. The 
cook's face was red and clenched into a knot. She tried to speak but was too 
choked-up, so she bowed low to Erec. 

"Don't bow! Please. I'm just doing what anyone would do." 

Wandabelle sent him a sideways glance. "Yeah, right. Anyone could figure out 
a way out of here, then? I told you, this is your specialty." 

"I had some help, okay?" The Hermit had shown him how to change his 
dreams. All he had to do was remember how, and make it happen. 

She laughed in delight. 

"You're next, Griffin." Erec smiled at the pirate. "Your job is to clean toilets?" 

"Not me, cap'n. I've only been here six hundred years, since me ship blew in. 
Let the older crew out first." 

Erec addressed the crowd. "Were most of you brought here by King Augeas, 
then?" 

"Most of us." A woman nodded. "But a few came later on expeditions, 
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voyages, or got lost at sea and ended up here." She hooked a thumb at a 
woman in a long dress. "Mavis was sailing on a boat to something called a 'new 
world' and ended up here. She was the only one who survived. Everyone else 
with her was lost at sea, poor thing." 

A haunted look distorted Mavis's gaunt and frayed face. She looked as though 
she'd lived for seven hundred years in torture. Bruises and scratches covered her 
arms and cheeks. 


"What's your job here, Mavis?" 

Her voice squeaked. "To climb the tallest tree here." She pointed at a gigantic 
fir tree that towered over everything else in the realm. "It's three hundred and 
seventy feet tall, a Douglas fir, King Augeas told me. All I have to do is climb to 
the top. It should be simple, right? But every time I get high enough, the wind 
whips me loose." She frowned. "And the sharp leaves hurt." She frowned. 

"I can help you with this one!" Wandabelle grabbed the woman under her 
arms and flew her to the top of the tree. The top branches were thin and the tip of 
the tree bent when Mavis clung onto it, but her face lit with glee. 

Soon King Augeas's face appeared in the sky. "What?" he cried, enraged. 
"How could you have gotten up there? This is preposterous. Have you cheated?" 

Erec could not hear Mavis's reply, but King Augeas said, "Fine. I guess I can't 
hold you here anymore. But if there's trickery going on down there, I'll find out, 
you all hear me?" 

When Mavis disappeared, the remaining townspeople hugged one another and 
danced in the filthy streets. 

"In a way, you've already set them free," Wandabelle whispered. "From this 
day on they'll never go back to being mean and living so horribly." 

Griffin appeared with a sheepish look on his face. "I know you could have let 
yourself out and left us here. So maybe you better 
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escape before King Augeas puts a stop to what you're doing. It wouldn't be 
fair if you ended up stuck in this place." 

"Thanks, Griffin. But I can't leave you all here. I just wish I knew how to get 
Wandabelle out." 

"What's her job, then?" 

"The king never gave her one. He didn't want to risk her escaping at all." 

Griffin fell to his knees before Wandabelle. "I'm so sorry, ma'am. When I 
think how awful we were to you... well, it makes me ashamed. We was just 
jealous, you know. You were too smart to do some dumb job, and we were too 
afraid to stop. But I didn't know that the king never made any deal with you at 
all. Now you're the one who could be jealous, and instead you're helping 
people." 

Wandabelle's smile lit up her face. "Thank you, Griffin. I think this place was 
bringing out the worst of us all before Prince Erec showed up." She touched 
Griffin on the nose, and he scratched it right after. 

"Prince?" Eyes darted toward Erec with new respect, and a few people bowed. 

"No! Stop. I mean, I don't want to be called that, okay? Just . . . get up. Let's 
figure out how to get out of here." 


One after the next, everyone's bargains with the king became settled. The 
woman Erec met on the road found a potion to stop aging in a pot shaped like a 
seashell. She smeared it all over her face and drank a few sips. A moment later 
she looked young and radiant. She threw her arms around Erec, crying. 

After she was gone, the streets were completely cleaned by three snail shells 
that became enormous giants with strong water hoses. The last rat was eaten by 
the cats. People were vanishing and the king was getting angrier. 
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Soon only seven people were left, including Erec and Wandabelle. By this 
time King Augeas's face hung continuously in the sky, watching. "I don't know 
who is responsible for this--how that net appeared in the ocean to catch all the 
fish in the reef, or how that huge sponge scoured all the buildings. But I have an 
idea... Erec Rex. If you or that Clown Fairy found a way to trick me, don't 
think it's going to last. I'm watching you." 

It was getting dark. Wild howls echoed through the air. They sounded more 
ferocious than regular wolf cries. Could werewolves lurk around here too? Erec 
didn't doubt it. 

A huge full moon rose over the horizon, shedding ghostly light onto the 
village. Movement on the ground caught his eye. The white dirt road he stood on 
wiggled like it was alive. 

"Get over here, man!" Griffin called to him. "Now is when the worms come 
out." 

Erec bolted from the road, shaking some glowing white worms from his shoes 
and pants cuffs. 

Griffin checked the sky. "At least there's a full moon tonight. You don't want 
to know how bad things are here when it's pitch-black." 

"Don't any of the houses have lights in them?" 

"You mean candles? Oil lamps? Never had anything here to make them with." 

"I meant lightbulbs." 

"Light balls? What are them things?" Griffin laughed. "Some newfangled 
torches, I guess?" 

"When you get out of here, Griffin, you won't believe all the new inventions 
waiting for you." 

"TIl stand guard if ye want to try and rest, cap'n. But ye won't be able to sleep. 
Nobody can here." 

"That's okay. Let's keep working on freeing people." 

"Seamus has to find a four-leaf clover, Ted has to capture all the 
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werewolves (that answered Erec's question), Selene is supposed to weave a 


silk cloth out of dust, and Castor must build a ship that can travel into the skies. 
And of course, me with the toilets, and you with the stables." He scratched his 
head. "I hate to leave that little girl here alone, cap'n." 

"I do too. I'll figure out a way to rescue her, even if I have to come back." 

"Yer a good man." 

"T'll be better once you're all free." 

Erec closed his eyes. In the other world he felt his body on the cold floor, 
wiggled his fingers in his backpack. A bumpy shell, that could be a four-leaf 
clover. He pulled it into the nightmare world and handed it to Griffin. "Give this 
to Seamus. I'll see what else I can do." 

"Aha!" King Augeas's face glowed on the huge full moon. "I see what you're 
doing! How are you bringing things into your dream like that?" 

Erec could hear the king's voice both in the Nightmare Realm and where his 
body was lying, amid the snores. Ignoring Augeas, he focused on his sleeping 
body, reaching farther into his backpack. 

"Are you moving? You can't be awake--" 

What could clean toilets? A clam shell could be two parts of a spaceship, 
ready to be snapped together. A sand dollar was a magic spinning wheel. The 
round platter was a werewolf trap with a call that was irresistible to them. 

"Arg! You're taking things from your backpack." 

Erec's hand clenched on one more thing as the backpack was whipped away. 
Pull hard! In a flash the objects were yanked into the Nightmare Realm by his 
huge hands. "Castor, over here! Two parts of a working spaceship. If you have to 
build one, just snap these two halves together and send it into the air." 

Castor rubbed his hands together, face filled with joy. 
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A giant oval of silver lay on the ground, making a hideous screeching noise. 
"Ted, do you hear that? This is a werewolf trap. Just stand near it, and soon 
they'll all be caught on top of it." Ted nodded, scared but determined. 

"Selene, this is a magical spinning wheel. It will spin silk from dust. Get to 
work, quickly, before the king stops you." 

"Thank you, Prince Erec!" 

Griffin looked at him expectantly. Erec ran his fingers over what was in his 
hand. He had to make it clean toilets for Griffin. 

"What have you got in your hand?" the king's voice screeched. "Give me 
that!" 

It was his MagicLight. 

A hose. A huge snake hose that would slither from one house to the next on its 
own, blasting water into each toilet until it sparkled. 


Erec let go and the snake hose slid away just as he felt his hand yanked open. 
The other objects fell away. 

His eyes opened into the moonlight. "I did it, Griffin! I got a huge water hose 
snake to clean every toilet perfectly!" He sighed, relieved. King Augeas cursed 
and screamed in the sky above. "I was just in time. He took everything else away 
from me." 

Griffin looked pained. "What about you, cap'n? What about the stables?" 

Erec stopped short. He had forgotten about himself. Maybe he could make the 
water hose snake clean the stables when they finished the toilets. They didn't 
seem built right for it, though. Plus, all of the other things he had brought into 
this place had vanished once they did their job. 

He concentrated, reaching for his backpack, but it was gone. Something rough 
had grabbed his arms instead, and then they were stuck behind him. His arms 
were tied. Nothing else was in reach, nothing he could feel with his fingers. 
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Feeling helpless, he collapsed on the ground. 

"Aye, cap'n. I won't be leaving you here." 

"Go, Griffin. Your deal with King Augeas is done. You're the last, and I want 
to see you get out of here." 

Griffin protested, but finally thanked Erec, promising to wait faithfully for 
him out in the real world. 

Wandabelle sat down by Erec's side. At least the werewolves were gone, but 
howls of other creatures approached. Were they ghosts? Phantoms? Erec didn't 
want to know. 

He had a feeling, though, that he was going to find out. 
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CHAPTER EIGHTEEN The Best 


Present 


REC AND WANDABELLE sat back-to-back behind a bush and shut their 
eyes so they wouldn't see what horrible beasts were creeping around them. Erec 
remembered that Griffin's sabers had not hurt him when he first arrived. Nobody 
could die in the Nightmare Realm. So he really didn't have to worry. He 
preferred covering his ears, burying his head in his knees, and trying to block 
everything out to spending the night running away from his 224unknown fears. 
Every now and then he felt something furry or sharp running over him, and 
batted it away. 

The night was passing so slowly. Erec missed sleeping . . . and then realized 


that he was, in fact, sleeping. Was he really stuck here permanently? Every time 
he tried feeling around for things to bring into his dream, his hands came up 
empty. 

Poor Bethany. He gripped his arms tighter, wondering if she was okay. No 
matter how bad his situation looked, he knew it must be worse for her, chained 
to a desk, her mind rifled through like a book. What did she have to face? Death 
for certain. And if she wasn't lucky, she might give Baskania what he needed in 
order to destroy the world. 

If only he could get away from this place. Tomorrow he would take another 
look at the stable. Maybe if he worked extra hard he could shovel it out with his 
hands faster than the animals could mess it up again. 

At least he had a friend here. That was his only consolation. But he knew that 
he wasn't doing the Clown Fairy any good by staying here. If he got out, he 
could tell everyone where she was trapped. He would figure out some way to 
overcome King Augeas. 

The night passed as slowly as the day had. It seemed an eternity before the sun 
rose. But even with the moonlight, cleaning the stable was too horrendous to do 
in the dark, so they waited. 

When the morning finally came, King Augeas's face arrived with it, hanging 
in the sky. "You've ruined my realm, boy," he growled. "Now the only toys left 
to play with are you and that fairy girl. And don't think you did anyone any 
favors, either. I let them out, like I said I would. But how long do you think 
they'll last on Henrietta Island in the Arctic Ocean? They're all nicely frozen out 
there, I'm sure. Well, at least you two are stuck with me forever. Unless you 
finish cleaning 
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all the muck out of that stable. So get to work. And no more tricks." 

Erec's heart dropped. All of the people that he saved were dead? He thought 
about poor Mavis, so excited about climbing that tree. Little did she know she'd 
get cast into subzero temperatures and frozen to death. 

If possible, the stable looked even worse than it had the day before. He had 
been stupid to let everyone out before he escaped. Now they were all dead, and 
Bethany was still locked away. There had been no way that he could turn his 
back on them, though. ... 

Wandabelle looked as desolate as Erec felt. "How could he have done that to 
those people? Is he truly heartless?" 

The stench of the stable was overwhelming. Erec closed his eyes and tried to 
feel his body in the other world. Maybe if he stretched he could feel something 
that he could use here. Anything. But nothing was in his reach. Could he bring 


something into his dream just from imagining it? He tried to picture a giant 
backhoe tractor and mops. But even when he formed a clear picture of them in 
his head, he could not make them appear. 

It was useless. He gave up and sank to his knees in the muck. Had he really 
blown his last chance of escape? 

What must his mother be going through now? And his siblings? His father? 
He winced, thinking about how they would feel with him missing. Why hadn't 
he listened to his mother when she told him not to leave? He had really gone and 
done it now. 

He could not believe that the Hermit had led him here to be trapped forever. 
Yes, he had taught Erec enough to escape, but not enough to get everyone out of 
there safely. Did the Fates really expect him to leave the others to suffer? The 
Fates were supposed to be right all of the time. But then again, King Piter had 
told him that they only knew what could happen--what people were capable of-- 
not what would happen--what they would choose to do. So Erec had 
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made the wrong choice. The Hermit's help had not been enough. 

At least he had finally learned finger magic. 

Erec froze, eyes wide. 

Could the Hermit have taught him how to do that for a reason? 

Wandabelle gave him a slight kick. "Get up, lazybones. We might as well--" 

"Wait!" Erec put a hand up. "Let me think a minute. I have an idea." He could 
not bring any objects into the Nightmare Realm. He could not reach his remote 
control. But he could make things move with his finger at home. Could he do 
that here? He recalled how he had used the remote control on level three. It was 
such a peculiar sensation. Like a well of power sprang right out of his 
imagination. 

As soon as he remembered the feeling, he knew he could reproduce it again. 
Erec stood and pointed to a mound of hardened animal droppings near his feet. 
In a small wave, part of the pile shot into the air. Some pieces flew to the roof, 
others wavered near the floor. Then the muck all dropped back to the stable 
floor. 

"Hey, not bad!" Wandabelle grinned. "Look at this." She lifted a shiny pendant 
that dangled from a black ribbon around her neck and waved it in the air. A 
sudden wind blew by Erec's neck, and loud swishing noises zipped through the 
air. Then a bright streak shot like a lightning bolt into her pendant. The light 
reflected back in double into the stable. One of the beams shot to a small stack of 
dung near him, and the other shone on a similar one farther away. 

The two mounds flew into the air, just like the pile Erec had lifted with finger 


magic. Seconds later, hers fell to the floor as well. 

"You can do magic too?" Erec rubbed his hands together. "We can get this 
place clean together." 

"Well, not really. But this can help." She held up the pendant, which looked 
like a small, round mirror. "This is a Doubler charm. It can pick up any magic 
that has been performed recently and repeat 
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it twice. I mostly use it just for fun. It's not easy to direct." Her eyes met his. 
"But I'll do what I can with it." 

A well of hope surged through Erec. "I think we'll be able to clean this place 
now. Stand away from the doors. I'll see if I can get one of these big piles out." 

Droppings flew everywhere when he tried to levitate an enormous column of 
mud and dung. It was much harder to control than a small, solid object. The 
center of the stack liquefied when it moved, sloshing all over the floor, and 
harder bits struck the walls and ceiling. Only a small amount trickled out of the 
stable door. 

Erec shrugged. "Well, it's better than using my hands . . . I guess. If I keep 
practicing, it should get easier." 

Wandabelle waved her Doubler charm in the air, repeating what Erec did, only 
doubling it with two more huge stacks. Two small amounts flew out of the door, 
but the inside of the stable was a mess. Foul dirt dripped from the ceiling in 
clumps. 

Unfortunately, while practicing did make Erec more coordinated, the 
droppings would not stay together. Small bits refused to move along with the 
large ones, and the liquid moved separately. At one point he was able to raise all 
of the wet muck off the floor and sent it sailing through the door, but the next 
time he moved one of the piles, more slipped back down again. 

Wandabelle gave up doubling what he did, at least until he figured out a better 
method. Instead she scooped up handfuls and carried them out to the river. Even 
though the process was faster, it still wasn't nearly enough. Erec would have to 
bring more animals in at some point, and then the mess would become just as 
bad again. 

If only he were better at doing magic! He wished that he had practiced more. 
Erec thought about the other things he had done with the Hermit. Maybe he 
should use his dragon eyes again and see into his future. Things would probably 
be different now than they were before, 
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since he was stuck in this place. Sure, he thought. He would probably see 
himself levitating mounds of mud ten, twenty, thirty years from now. No more 


drowning in water, or getting hit by a tidal wave. 

He looked around and laughed. Too bad, he thought. A tidal wave was just 
what he needed here. 

His eyes widened. "No way!" he shouted. "I got it! I think I have the answer." 
He paced back and forth. "A vision I saw in my future--it was the right thing for 
me to see, I guess. It's exactly what I need to do here. And I think it will work, 
too. C'mon!" 

They went to the back of the stable and yanked some of the old boards off the 
wall. He concentrated hard, crooking a finger in the air, and pulled the wood 
planks out one at a time. Prying them loose was hard, as they were nailed in, but 
if he really focused his thoughts he could make them fly all the way back to the 
riverbed. Finally, most of the wall had been removed. 

"What are you up to?” Wandabelle crossed her arms, amused. 

"You'll see. I need to make sure the front doors are clear." Erec propped them 
open with rocks. "Wandabelle, I think you better stay away for this part. If you 
can fly into a tree, that would be the safest." A sour note nagged at him and he 
frowned. "Are you sure you'll be okay if I'm gone? Because if this works I'll be 
able to get out of here." 

She nodded. "Of course. You need to rescue your friend, then you'll come 
back for me. Right?" 

"You got it," he promised. 

"Here, take this." She took off the Doubler charm and hung the black ribbon 
around Erec's neck. "I won't be needing it here. Maybe it will help you on your 
quest." 

"Thanks, Wandabelle." Her Doubler charm hung next to his Amulet of Virtues 
and the Trwyth boar vial. 

She fluttered up to a treetop while he walked to the riverbed. 

Erec closed his eyes and took a deep breath. Concentrate. He had 
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to get this right. A small stream of water would not wash out the stable. He 
had to steer the entire river to run through it. The opening he had made where 
the water would come inside was bigger than the doors where it would leave, so 
the water should swirl around and scour the place clean as it rushed through. 

So, the whole river had to change its course. This task would take every ounce 
of energy he had. He lifted both his hands and, like a conductor, swept them high 
into the air. He struggled to keep his hands lifted. Energy raced through his mind 
and out of his hands .. . pulling . . . lifting. 

Unlike the smaller objects he had moved, Erec could feel the weight of the 
water resisting him. He fought it, tugged harder. Mind over matter. This had to 


happen. 

Without warning, splashes drifted onto his face. It was coming closer . . . the 
balance was tipping . . . just needed more power, more force... 

A loud roar nearly deafened him. Before his eyes, a wall of water raced 
toward him, towering over him like a tsunami. He was immersed, whipped 
around in eddies until he didn't know which way was up. 

It was impossible to tell which way the surface of the water was, but it was so 
far away he might never reach it before he ran out of breath. He shot forward 
like a bullet along with the rushing waves. 

Erec crashed into the ground at the bottom of the flood, then bounced up 
again. Big clumps of green and brown goo swirled around him, picked up by the 
rushing river. He could not hold his breath any longer. His head spun, and he was 
choking. 

Yet at the same time he was so relieved, so excited. Who cared if he inhaled 
the water and all the disgusting things in it? He sputtered and coughed, limbs 
flailing wildly in an attempt to reach air. 

Things were turning gray. He needed oxygen. Instagills weren't 
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working--maybe because he was in the Nightmare Realm. Just as he was 
about to pass out, something hit him hard on the head. Did he crash into a wall? 
It looked like a door. He burst through an opening and was thrown to the side of 
the onrushing flood. Water sloshed past him, spreading out across the fields. 

Right before everything turned black, he gasped air. 

Erec awoke with a hand on his cheek. Wandabelle was looking at him in 
concern. "You're okay! Thank goodness. I think you would have died, except 
that nobody can die here." She tilted her head toward the stable. "Well, you did 
it. That place is clean as a... as I am! Congratulations, Erec." 

He searched her eyes for fear of being left alone, but could only see her joy. 
"T'll be back for you. I promise." 

"I know. Remember, I've been around a long time. Spending a little while in 
this place means nothing to me." 

"Thanks for helping me, Wandabelle." 

"No, Erec. I didn't do anything. Thank you." 

"King Augeas!" he shouted. "I cleaned out the stable. You have to let me go 
now." 

The king's face appeared in the clouds. He looked stunned. "How did you... 
Ugh! Obnoxious brat. Fine, I don't want you around here anyway. You've caused 
nothing but problems since I took you in. Get out--now!" 

Erec sat up on a cold floor, shivering. His hands were tied behind his back. 


King Augeas stood before him, glowering. 

"C-could you p-please untie me?" 

The king shrugged. "If you wish. You won't last one bit longer out there, 
though." When he yanked the rope from Erec's arms, their hands touched for a 
moment. The king's skin was smooth and icy. 
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Erec grabbed his backpack, which was lying across the room from where he 
had been asleep. "Were the others in here with me?" 

"Yes, you fool. You've sent them all to their graves." A door opened into pure 
whiteness. Frozen wind rushed into the room. "Get out." 

"Where is Wandabelle's body?" 

"None of your business! Out of here. Now!" 

Erec stumbled into the blizzard outside and the door slammed after him. The 
cold swooped into his bones. A vague noise echoed through his head, a drumbeat 
in the wind. After a moment he realized that it was the pounding chatter of his 
own teeth. 

He spotted something red in the snow, a drop of blood, or a rose. He stooped 
for it, so stiff from the cold he almost toppled over. 

It was, of all things, a snail shell. Erec scooped it up. The snail trembled in his 
hand--or maybe it was his hand that was shaking. He rubbed it to warm it up. 

A sheet fluttered in front of him, like a white flag in the snow. With a dark 
flash, a hand beckoned him. He stumbled forward, falling. Something hard under 
him moved along the snow. Was it a sled? Where were the others? Their bodies 
must be frozen under the ice. 

He was dragged around a cliff and down a hill. Hands pulled him through a 
door and it slammed shut. Then another door opened onto a bright scene of sun 
and sand. 

Heat seared his skin like fire. People were laughing, chattering. Someone 
threw warm water on him and it burned. 

"He's coming to! Cap'n, can you hear me?" 

Erec's eyes flew open. It was Griffin! Was Erec dreaming? Was he alive? 
"How did you get yer scrawny bones out of there?" Griffin laughed. "Your 
funny little friend here said that ye'd be out before long. Guy has faith in ye, he 

does." 

Erec turned to see the Hermit with a smile twisted across his 
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face. "Welcome back, Erec Rex. Have you had a nice birthday?" 

"No." Erec pulled himself up, blinking the wetness out of his eye. "I'd say it 
was the worst one ever. But this is the best present." 


"That's right, Erec Rex. Happy birthday." 

The villagers told Erec how the Hermit had pulled each of them to safety into 
the Port-O-Door when they left the Nightmare Realm. 

"--and he yanked me right off of the ice into this wonderful place like I've 
never seen." 

"The food was amazing. I forgot how good it is to eat." 

"I was the only one who ate in all those years. And it was all rat. Only rat. 
With a little blood, of course." 

The thought made Erec shudder. It was so strange seeing the people who had 
populated his nightmare standing next to him in reality. They looked the same, 
but far more oddly out of place in the twenty-first century, on a sunny beach. 

They were certainly happier than any lot Erec had ever seen. They swam in 
their clothing, dried out in the sun, and ate everything that they could find. The 
Serving Tray was working nonstop. 

"Ice cream, you call this? I've never seen anything like this before. I shall 
never eat anything else again." 

"Oh, you will once you taste this fancy concoction. It's called 'am-burn-ger."" 

"Where will all these people go?" Erec whispered to the Hermit. "They can't 
stay on this beach forever, can they?" 

"I have just the place for them." He cleared his throat and stood. "I will take 
you all to wonderful lands to live. You will see new inventions that are so 
magical, like little boxes that let you talk to people who are far away; big boxes 
that show moving pictures inside." Eyes widened in awe as people gathered 
around to listen. "You will be paid money just to have fun and travel. From now 
on, you will call 
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yourselves actors. You will go to places known as medieval festivals and fairs. 
They will love you. Follow me to your new lives!" 

"Not me, matey." Griffin swiped his hand in a long line. "It's nae an actor's life 
fer me. I'm an adventurer, and I'll live and die by my wits." He bowed to Erec. 
"Cap'n, if ye'll have me, I'd be honored to travel with you awhile. I might be a 
little rusty in me navigational skills, but I've kept up me practice in throwing a 
mean saber." 

Erec laughed. "I remember." He thought about how that would work. "I'm 
going to rescue a friend from an evil sorcerer who wants power over the whole 
world--and almost has it. This quest is going to be really dangerous." 

Griffin set his hand on his saber. "I'm in, cap'n. Sounds perfect." 

He settled in the sand next to Erec as the Hermit led the others to the Port-O- 
Door. Erec suddenly realized he was still gripping the red snail shell. He pulled a 


letter out of it. 

Dear Erec, 

I have to tell you, the Shadow Prince isn't as bad as we thought he was. I 
mean, I don't agree with him about what he's doing. Trying to get superpowers 
from the three Furies trapped in Tartarus is okay, I guess, but he shouldn't give 
them live people as a trade-off. And if the Furies do escape, I think it will be bad 
news. Baskania wants to control them, but I don't know if it will be that easy. 

But, like I said, he's not so bad. He totally gets why I hate Rosco. Said I'm a 
smart kid, and he'd help me get even if I told him everything about Rosco that I 
knew. So, of course, I did. It's like he thinks there's some mystery about Rosco 
and me, and he wants to know what it is. He 
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knows Rosco can read my mind, but he said it doesn't make sense. Rosco can't 
have that kind of power over me from far away. Even Baskania can't read minds 
from that far. Something is up, and he knows it just like I do. 

I asked Baskania about Bethany, and he said that she's not trapped at all! She 
just agreed to stay with him awhile. He's paying her to do some research for him. 
So you don't have to worry about her. It turns out that story I overheard about her 
being a prisoner in Jakarta wasn't true--they knew that I was listening and were 
just trying to scare me. Baskania visits with her most of the time, anyway. 

But anyway, he kind of understands me. It's just nice to have someone on my 
side after all this time. 

He's decided to give the Clown Fairy to the Furies as soon as they agree to 
triple his powers. They'll probably do it too, because they're just drooling to get 
her. It's like a death sentence for her, so I feel bad. But, like Baskania says, better 
a fairy than another human, right? 

Hope you're doing well. 

Your friend, 

Oscar 

Erec was stunned. How could Oscar let Baskania trick him like that? He was 
vulnerable, of course, after being alone for so long and angry, his father dead. 
But switching over to Baskania's side was 
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crazy. He would have to write back to Oscar as soon as he returned to King 
Piter's house. 

Poor Wandabelle. He hoped she would be okay until he could help her. As 
soon as Bethany was safe. 

Then thinking of the cheering villagers who escaped from their nightmares 
made him smile. They were okay. And he would rescue Bethany. Then he'd go 


back for Wandabelle. He was free, finally, and on his way. 

The Hermit returned alone, dusting his hands together with a contented smile, 
like he had just dropped a box of donuts off at a police station. "They scooped 
the villagers right up. All of them got jobs on the spot." 

Erec said, "It's strange. I realized how I could escape the Nightmare World 
from looking into my future. I wonder, if I hadn't seen into my future, would I 
have thought to have done the same thing? Did it just speed things up for me?" 

The Hermit laughed. "That is what is so beautiful about the universe, Erec 
Rex. It's full of puzzles and poetry. Maybe it was a little loop. You told yourself 
what would happen, so it happened in your future, so you knew what to do when 
you were there. The whole event might have shaped the minute you looked 
through your dragon eyes." His eyes twinkled. "These things happen. Look at the 
Fates. Everything they tell you, all of your quests are like this. Just currents in 
the ocean. But sometimes currents can shift the whole tide of things to come." 

"I thought tides shifted from the gravity of the moon." 

"That makes you the Moon Prince, then." The Hermit lifted an eyebrow 
conspiratorially. "Reflecting the light of the Sun King, and held by the gravity of 
the Fates." He giggled to himself. 

"Tha's it!" Griffin clapped Erec on the back. "You're the Prince of Light, you 
are. Going against the Shadow Prince. Tha's the feller that trapped Wandabelle, 
right?" 
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Erec liked the sound of that. The Prince of Light. "You know what this means, 
don't you? Now that I'm free?" 

"Of course," the Hermit said. Which was a totally unsatisfactory answer for 
Erec, who wanted to tell him what he had been thinking. 

"Tt means that I can get Bethany now. Will you come with me?" 

"T'll be there in spirit." The Hermit laughed. "Bring some of your friends with 
you. Just remember, nobody owns a cat." 

"What does that mean?" Erec blinked. He was sure the Hermit had been 
sitting on the sand by him a minute ago, but now all that was left was a warm 
breeze. 
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BOOK TWO Tisiphone the Vengeful 


UMANS ARE FUNNY creatures, in a pathetic sort of way. You'll say almost 
anything when you know you are in trouble. Lies, excuses, promises, apologies ... 
I've heard it all. 

As if anything you could possibly say would make me spare your lives. Ha. 


I think about that a lot, now that I am locked away in Tartarus. Let me tell 
you, it is not easy for me here, being the only level-headed one. I'm stuck with 
one sister who is furious at life, and another who is so jealous of my intellect she 
can barely communicate with me. I sorely miss taking care of you human beings. 
Making sure you do 238what you are supposed to. Destroying those who don't 
obey. 

My lovely Harpies--who in some countries now are respected enough to be 
made into police officers--keep me informed of the goings-on of humankind. A 
pathetic state of affairs it has become in my absence. From my calculations, your 
misdeeds are adding up much faster than new humans are being born. 

You know what that means, don't you? Yes, I believe you do. 

You are all slated to die. 
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CHAPTER NINETEEN Doubts 


Dear Oscar, 

If Baskania is listening to you, you have to try to talk him out of giving the 
Clown Fairy to the Furies. It's the worst thing he could do. Even giving one 
regular person to them is terrible. It's like killing people, you know that. But she 
is the only one keeping all of the clowns alive! Giving her to the Furies is like 
murdering ten thousand! 
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Please, don't trust Baskania. I know he can act nice, but he is not. He might 
seem like he's your friend, but that's only because he wants something from you. 
He lied about Bethany. King Piter found out she's trapped there, chained to a 
desk. So don't believe what Baskania said. You were right about her being a 
prisoner in Jakarta. 

You've been away from people who you care about for too long. You've been 
through so much, and you have nobody with you. I'm sure that's why you're even 
listening to him at all. I'd get away from him before he does something awful. 

Your friend, 

Erec 

Erec took the snail into the Port-O-Door and picked a spot in Munich, 
Germany, to toss it out, so it could not be traced back to King Piter's house. He 
had snuck in with Griffin, keeping away from the windows so nobody would see 
them. Within moments, Griffin fell fast asleep on the couch. 

He tried to think of what he would need on this trip to Jakarta. Too bad he 
didn't have a tribe of ninja warriors to take along with him, just waiting in his 
basement. One of these days he would explore the catacombs under the house, 


the huge winding hallways and rooms that used to be under the Castle Alypium. 
Who knew what might be hidden in there? King Piter built his new house right 
over them to protect his most prized possession, the Novikov Time 
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Bender. Erec had used it to travel back into his early childhood. 

Wolfboy came up and nuzzled his hand, happy to see him. That set Erec to 
thinking. Wolfboy might be perfect to bring along. He wasn't exactly a guard 
dog, but he was a loyal friend. A dog that turned into a ferocious wenwolf during 
the full moon might come in handy. 

If Erec took Wolfboy along, he would have to bring some wolfsbane to protect 
himself. Luckily, he knew where to find some. One other spot in the house led 
underground to Hecate Jekyll's old storerooms, which used to be below the 
Castle Alypium. She had kept not only wolfsbane down there but also more 
strange things than Erec had known existed. 

A large iron plaque, round like a manhole cover, with a large closed eye 
carved into it, was set into the wood floor near a parlor that Erec rarely went 
into. The Castle Alypium kitchens used to be in this very spot, in what had been 
the east wing of the castle. Erec crouched by the cover and said, "One eye sees 
all." 

The carved eye flicked wide open and looked around until it spotted Erec. It 
stared at him and winked. Then the thick metal circle rose and slid across the 
floor, revealing a hole with a ladder below. A light turned on in the storeroom 
below. 

A shiver of excitement ran through Erec as he went down. This small room 
contained so much magic and mystery. It made him a little nervous to go in 
alone. If the plaque slammed shut above him, nobody would know where he 
was. 

The room reminded him of Bethany, and one ingredient they had found there 
together. Maybe it could help him get out again if he got stuck inside: 
Nitrowisherine--a powerful explosive that granted a wish when it was set off. If 
even one drop fell to the floor it would cause a huge blast. He smiled. That 
would be the perfect potion to bring along. 

In fact . . . could it be that there was an easier way to bring 
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Bethany back home after all? What if he set off the Nitrowisherine now and 
wished her to be here? He had not even considered it before, as the Fates had 
said there was only one way to save Bethany. But could trying hurt? 

The potions and powders lined the shelves in alphabetical order, and Erec 
found the small glass Nitrowisherine jar in the N section. He had learned to be 


careful of what exactly he said when the Nitrowisherine detonated. If he only 
wished for them to be together, no doubt he would end up a prisoner at her side. 
"Here goes nothing.” Erec opened it and squeezed the dropper until a single drop 
tumbled to the floor. 

The room rocked with an earsplitting bang, and Erec was thrown against the 
shelves. None of the ingredients in the room seemed disturbed--likely they had a 
magical protection. But his back was sore. He pried himself off the bottles and 
jars behind him, wondering if the noise had woken Griffin. Then he remembered 
that the storeroom locked in sound, so no noise would carry above. "I wish 
Bethany was right here with me now, safe in my father's house, and would never 
be a prisoner of Baskania again." 

He bit his lip, waiting. Nitrowisherine had never failed him yet. Maybe he 
would see her right now. He would tell her how sorry he was, and they could go 
on together, best friends, and never look back to this horrible time. 

A glow, and then shimmering movement, filled the air. There was a subtle 
noise, and Bethany appeared--at least it reminded him of Bethany. Something 
like her shape wavered in the air. Shadows of her eyes caught his, trying to hold 
on. Then, with a look of sadness and longing, she faded away. 

Erec stared at the empty space where Bethany had almost been. He slumped 
over in disappointment, even though he hadn't really expected the rescue to be 
that easy. It made sense, anyway. The Fates had said there was only one way. 
And she would never escape 
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Baskania's Draw unless Erec found her in his fortress and gave her the dragon 
blood to drink. 

He decided to bring along the rest of the jar of Nitrowisherine. Even though it 
hadn't been able to break the Draw, it still was pretty powerful stuff. He found 
the wolfsbane on the W shelf and grabbed a handful to put in a bag. 

Other shelves held some fascinating items such as eye jelly, worm tears, 
ground mummy bones, and flea ointment--guaranteed to keep dogs off any flea. 
He dropped a small vial labeled LAUGHTER in his pocket. Given how horrid 
the place was that he was headed, he thought laughter might be a good idea. 

When he climbed out, the plaque slid back into place and its eye shut. Erec 
found a bag for the yellow-flowered wolfsbane and put it into his backpack 
along with the vial of laughter and the Nitrowisherine. Then he noticed a note on 
the kitchen table. 

EREC, 

WE ARE ALL WORRIED ABOUT YOU. I HOPE THIS NOTE FINDS YOU-- 
QUICKLY--AND THAT YOU RETURN TO YOUR FAMILY. YOU KNOW 


WHERE WE ARE. PLEASE LET US KNOW THAT EVERYTHING IS OKAY. 

YOURS, 

JAM 

He sighed. He would have to go back to Jam's Aunt Salsa's apartment in 
Americorth North before he left for Jakarta. They must be worried sick. 
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A strange noise came from one of the bedrooms. It sounded like a bulldozer 
scraping over a steel wool carpet. The sound grew louder as Erec tiptoed down 
the hall--and then he realized it was coming from his own bedroom. He peeked 
inside, then jumped back in shock when he saw a large figure like an enormous 
round ball on his bed. 

Who could it be? The noise, now deafening, and apparently a snore, 
reverberated through his room. 

Careful not to wake the sleeper, he slowly crept around his bed, until he could 
see the face of ... 

Dumpling Smith. Drool poured down her cheek, removing a trail of white 
makeup powder along with it and making an ashen puddle on his pillow. 

Eeww! He bit his lip to hold in his reaction. He couldn't make a sound. 

Because in front of her lay something that he wanted very badly. 

His mother's Seeing Eyeglasses. 

He measured the distance from the bed to the door. Could he grab them and 
run out without waking her? What was she doing here, anyway? Probably 
camping out, hoping that Danny and Sammy would come back here. Her friends 
were probably still in their apartment in New Jersey, trying to cover all their 
bases. 

Erec put another foot in front of him and shifted his weight onto it. 

Mrs. Smith groaned and turned onto her back, throwing an arm out near the 
eyeglasses and the other over her face. "I've got 'em," she muttered in her sleep. 
"Got 'em by their collars. They won't go away now. . . . Daaanny . .. Saaammy . 

He took another step and lifted the glasses off the bed. Moving faster, he 
exited the room on his toes. 

"Hmph... ? What's that?" There was a loud creak. "Where are my glasses?" 
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Erec bounced away on his toes. "Wake up," he whispered, shaking Griffin. 
"We have to go." 

Griffin sat up, yawning loudly. "Ready and set, matey?" He stood up, 
smacking his stomach. "Aye, it feels mighty good to sleep again in peace again, 
after all these years. Mighty good." Footsteps echoed down the hallway. "Who 


would that be?" 

"Hurry. She's after us. Come on!" Erec grabbed Griffin's sleeve and pulled 
him toward the Port-O-Door. 

"What?" Griffin asked, looking around. "We're not running from a girl, are 
we?" 

"She's really big and strong." 

Griffin laughed heartily and swung around. Two of the long sabers that swung 
from his belt were in his hands. "I'd like to see her bother us, cap'n. I'll dice her 
like a rotten tomato." 

Dumpling Smith appeared in the doorway, eyes wide. She looked at Erec's 
hands. "My glasses!" Her voice was deep and rough. "Give those back, you 
hoodlum!" She dove toward them, arms in front of her. 

Griffin stepped forward, swords whirling in the air. "Stand back, wench! And 
take yer last breath." 

"Eek!" Mrs. Smith screamed and dove away as a Saber shot over her shoulder. 
Wolfboy began to bark in response to the noise, not disturbed at all by the flying 
sabers. 

"No! Stop, Griffin! Don't hurt her." 

Griffin paused with an arm raised, saber waiting to fly from his grasp. "Aye, 
aye, cap'n. Are ye sure you want to spare this odd bird? It would feel good to 
fling a blade that actually made a cut, after all these years." 

Mrs. Smith huddled against a wall, blubbering. "Spare me, please. I'm just 
trying to help everyone." She looked appealingly at Erec. "G-give me back my 
glasses?" 
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"They are not your glasses. They are my mother's. You stole them, and I'm 
bringing them back." 

She stepped forward, hesitating. "Well, will you take me with you, then?" 

"No! Absolutely not. You are to go away now, and leave my family alone. 
Understand me? And tell your boss--Baskania--that you're going to leave us 
alone now." 

A look of fear washed over her face. "My boss? No... he's not my boss. I'm 
just trying to help. Really..." 

Griffin whirled a saber in the air and she plastered herself against the wall. 
Her voice was faint and slick. "Okay. I'll go now." She smiled and nodded, then 
walked to the door. Instead of leaving, Dumpling hesitated. "Are you sure you 
don't want me to come with you? I'd love to see where your brother and sister 
were staying, make sure it was a nice place for them--" 

"Get out!" Erec pointed at the door. She nodded and hurried out. Being 


fourteen was nice, he thought. Almost like being an adult. He didn't have to be 
afraid of people like Mrs. Smith anymore. 

Of course, having a huge adult pirate under his command, with sabers drawn 
at his side, also helped. He was beginning to appreciate Griffin much more now. 

Too bad Griffin hadn't been in New Jersey with him during his break. Danny 
and Sammy would have thought twice about teasing him then. 

"Hurry. Let's go to the Port-O-Door before she can follow us. I don't want her 
to know where we went." 

Erec grabbed a few bags of dog food and called Wolfboy into the Port-O-Door 
along with Griffin. He found 8 Anodyne Road on the Americorth North map. He 
hoped she didn't mind that he put the door right into her living room, like Jam 
had done last 

247 

time. At least they wouldn't have to walk through the insane heat without 
UnderWear that way. 

"Erec!" Sammy shouted. Everyone froze at the sight of Griffin walking in 
after him. Erec started to laugh, thinking how shocking a sight he must be. 
Griffin still carried a sharp saber in each hand, and he was dressed like a real 
pirate yanked off a ship in the 1500s, with his loose lacy shirt and vest shredded 
over his rippling muscles, a filthy torn rag tied like a bandana over his wild hair, 
and billowing knee breeches. 

June put her hand over her heart. "Erec!" she called out in warning. 

"It's okay, Mom. Griffin is my friend." 

Griffin's eyes widened and he hugged his sabers to his chest. "Really, cap'n? A 
friend? I am honored." He fell onto one knee. 

"Yes. Griffin is a good friend," Erec added. "He helped me with my fifth 
quest. And this is Wolfboy, for those who haven't met him. Sorry I snuck out," 
he said to June. "I just had to, for Bethany." He motioned to Jam. "You have to 
send this Port-O-Door back without us. Dumpling Smith was waiting in my 
father's house, and she might come back and try to see where we went." 

As Jam quickly sent the Port-O-Door away, June gave him a hug. "We were so 
worried about you. I thought you had gone off to find King Augeas. After 
hearing that story from Jam I was terrified we'd never see you again. I'm just 
glad you're back safely. So, was there a different King Augeas that you met, 
then? A nice king somewhere?" 

"No. I met the Nightmare King. I was there for what seemed like forever--but 
it ended up being just one day and night. It was awful." He shuddered. "But at 
least I helped a few other people get out of there." 

"You missed your birthday, Erec." Zoey hugged his leg. "Mommy cried." 
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"We'll have cake today instead." He took out the Serving Tray, feeling bad. 

"Young sir, are you sure that you finished your fifth quest?" Jam was looking 
at Erec's Amulet of Virtues. "Did you really meet King Augeas?" 

Erec picked up the amulet. Only four of the twelve segments were lit up with 
colors. He wasn't surprised. "Well, the quest is not completely done. Someone is 
still trapped in the Nightmare Realm who I have to save. I understand now what 
the Fates meant about me saving Bethany before finishing the quest--they must 
have known it would happen like this." 

"Who has to be saved?" Trevor asked. It was unusual for him to speak, so 
everyone was silent a moment. 

"The Clown Fairy. Her name is Wandabelle." 

"You found the Clown Fairy!" June became very alarmed. "She's trapped in 
the Nightmare Realm? Oh, how awful. At least you know where she is, though." 
She looked so hopeful that Erec could not bring himself to tell her that 
Wandabelle was in great danger. 

Then he remembered what he was holding in his hand. He raised the Seeing 
Eyeglasses. "Look what I found!" 

"Yeah!" Sammy jumped up and down, cheering. 

Danny smacked Erec on the back. "All right, kid. Good job." 

"Hey, you can't call me kid anymore. You know we're the same age, right?" 
Erec said, feeling a little reckless pointing that out. 

"T'll call you kid, kid. We don't even know when your exact birthday is. 
Anyway, I'm sure I'm older than you." He winked. "Thanks for getting those 
glasses back. I guess we don't have to hide anymore." 

"Yeah, except that Dumpling Smith and her pals are camped out both in New 
Jersey and Alypium looking for you. Life isn't back to usual yet." 
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"Usual?" Danny laughed. "When has life ever been usual for us? As far back 
as I can remember, we've always been moving around, living in tiny apartments. 
Then all this crazy stuff that's happened in this last year. No offense, guys, but 
this family is an odd bunch. Except for me and Sammy, of course." 

Something Danny said caught Erec's attention. "As far as you can remember? 
How far back can you remember? Either of you?" 

"I dunno." Danny shrugged. "I remember pretty soon after Mom adopted us. 
That first apartment, the blue one with the ugly black drapes." He shuddered. 

"Yeah, me too." Sammy agreed. "I can't remember anything about our birth 
parents, though. Probably blocked them out since they abandoned us." 

"Me too." Danny nodded. 


A chill ran through Erec. Of course they couldn't remember. They had had 
their memories of those early days removed, just like he had, so they didn't know 
they were King Piter's children, destined to rule the Kingdoms of the Keepers. 
He was so tempted to tell them, but he bit his tongue. 

"Erec's right," June said. "We should stay far away from King Piter's house, to 
be safe. But we don't have to burden your Aunt Salsa anymore, Jam." 

"Burden?" Salsa exclaimed. "This has been the biggest treat for me! Young 
people to talk to--" She looked Griffin up and down. "Exciting things happening. 
I'd just die of boredom if you all left now. Please, consider this home until you 
need to move on." 

"Thank you so much, Salsa." June gave her a hug. 

"That's Aunt Salsa, honey. Now, let's get some nice snacks for our new guest." 
Aunt Salsa fawned over Griffin, who was more than pleased with her attention. 

Erec suddenly remembered what else he could do with the 
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Seeing Eyeglasses. His eyes began to ache at the thought, he could feel them 
well up, and his heart pounded. 

"Would you all excuse me?" 

June could read his face, and she knew just what he was thinking. "Of course. 
Why don't you go find a quiet room." But she grabbed his shoulder as he walked 
by. "Are you sure you're okay using the glasses? You might not want to see--" 

Erec pulled away. "I don't want to see, Mom. I have to see." 

Erec sat on Aunt Salsa's bed, staring at the Seeing Eyeglasses, terrified. What 
if it was too late? 

He struggled with himself, forcing his hands to bring them to his face. He 
slipped them over his eyes, and suddenly he was in a huge, darkly lit space. 
Bethany sat at a wooden desk, her arms chained tightly to her chair, eyes red and 
wide. Small metal cones were implanted in a circle around her scalp. An old 
picture of herself working in a notebook was frozen on the screen in front of her. 

Someone was yelling. Baskania was furious, screaming, "Simpler! Can't you 
speak English? Tell me so I understand." 

Erec gasped in reaction, without thinking. 

"What was that?" Baskania spun around. "Who is here?" He paced, looking 
through the air. 

Erec whipped the glasses off. How stupid he had been to make a sound. He 
waited before putting them back on, in case Baskania had some way he could 
detect that he was watching. 

When he looked through them again, Bethany was talking, hoarse and 
exhausted. "I'm trying. It's just hard to put it in other words." Her voice droned 


on, patient. "Let's say you had a set of infinities. And the set of all sets included 
the set of infinities. But each of the infinities also included the set of all sets. It's 
biconditional, but I was sure one had to be lower bound. So, if you just think 
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of the sets as half-closed intervals--I know that's not it at all, but it's just the 
easiest way to explain--that led me to the idea that the derivative I talked about 
being the counterexample which--" 

A loud crack cut her off, and her head jerked to the side as if she had been 
slapped hard. 

"If you continue to speak gobbledygook, then you will be punished again." 

"No! Really . . . like I said, I was only nine when I wrote this out. I disproved 
all of it later. It can't be important, because it was wrong!" 

Erec ground his teeth, furious. How dare Baskania treat her like this! It must 
have irked Baskania that Bethany had to talk down to him to explain all the math 
she knew. Fists clenched, he watched as Baskania grudgingly started the movie 
again. It played in fast forward through her entire life, but Baskania slowed it 
down whenever something interested him. "What was this thing you were so 
intently looking at? Did you notice something written on that candy wrapper?" 

Bethany was reliving her past enough to recollect everything. She coughed, 
her voice thin. "I was reading the ingredients. Earlier that day Mrs. Shapiro had 
told us that some candies were made with an ingredient just like shellac. But that 
wasn't as bad for you as some of the coloring chemicals in them." 

Baskania continued to sift through her mind. "Soon we'll stop and do another 
test of your reactions. Then you'll spend a while telling me anything that comes 
to your mind about magic, especially your unique understanding of it. Then later, 
another brain scan." He rubbed his chin. "Maybe I've been letting you off too 
easy. If you were less comfortable, maybe you would have more reason to help 
me, and we could end this all sooner." 

Bethany stared ahead, defeated. Erec was amazed that she didn't answer. Her 
lips chattered as though she was freezing, and she was thin as a rail. Baskania 
probably was starving her slowly. 
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He threw off the glasses and flung himself onto the bed, not able to bear any 
more. He would put them on later, keep trying until Baskania was gone and he 
could talk to Bethany. A hot tear ran into his ear. 

At least she was still alive, he told himself. He wasn't too late. Danen had used 
his magnet on her, and Erec had done most of his fifth quest. He just had to go 
back and rescue Wandabelle to finish it, he was sure. Why did it matter if he had 
completed part of that quest before saving Bethany? He wondered if he would 


ever know. 

Now everything was in place. He even had the vial of dragon blood for her to 
drink. So, no matter how she was feeling now, he would make it all better soon. 

After saying that to himself over and over, he fell into a deep sleep. 

It was dark when he woke. Erec fingered the glasses. Out of habit, he had 
slipped their chain around his neck. They would be safe for sure that way. 

Baskania had to be gone by now. There must be a time difference, he thought, 
between Americorth North and Jakarta in Upper Earth, but he wasn't sure what it 
was. In fact, Americorth North could be in any time zone at all, as there was no 
real sunrise or sunset. The lighting was artificial. 

When he put the Seeing Eyeglasses on, light filled the huge room. Math books 
were strewn around the floor. Pads of paper were piled on the desk in front of 
her with notes and jottings. Bethany slept sitting at the desk, upright. Her cheek 
drifted toward her shoulder, but when it drooped too far she jolted upright again. 

She looked so pathetic that Erec didn't want to wake her. On the other hand, if 
he waited too long, Baskania might come back. 

"Bethany!" he whispered. 
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She made a humming sound and her shoulders jumped, but she did not open 
her eyes. 

"Bethany!" Louder. "Wake up! It's me." 

"Mmnh." She fought to turn over and lay down, but her arms were fastened 
tight at her sides. It looked awful. 

Erec wished he could touch her hair, lift her face to wake her. He got close to 
her ear and shouted, "Bethany!" 

She startled. "Wha--?" Then she looked around. A deep frown etched on her 
face and then she closed her eyes as if to shut the world out. 

"Wake up! Bethany--it's me." 

Her eyes jerked open and she looked around. "Erec?" Then her lids filled with 
tears and she choked down a sob. 

"Bethany, can you hear me?" 

"Stop!" She looked around at the empty room. "I'm going crazy." 

"No. I've got my mom's Seeing Eyeglasses. I'm right next to you, you just 
can't see me." 

"Erec?" She sat up straight. "Is it really you?" Fat tears streamed down her 
face. "Or am I hearing things? I think I've gone over the edge." 

"No, it's really me. I promise. This is the first time I've had the glasses since 
you disappeared, or I would have used them sooner. Bethany . . . I'm so sorry. 
This is all my fault. I should have come back sooner and been with you in 


Alypium. Then this never would have happened. Can you ever forgive me?" 

She smiled, but she looked so weak and worn out that Erec's heart crumpled. 
"Now I know it is you. Only you would make this all out to be your fault." A 
faint laugh escaped her lips. "This is Baskania's fault, Erec. Or that stupid 
prophecy's fault. I have no clue what information he needs." She sighed. "It's so 
good to hear your voice. I really miss you." 
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"I miss you, too. But don't worry. I'm coming to get you. It won't be too much 
longer. I found out you're in Jakarta--" 

"No!" Her face got hard. "Don't come here, Erec. Don't even think about it." 

"Bethany, do you think I'm going to let you stay a prisoner there? Of course 
I'll come get you out." 

"You can't, Erec," she pleaded. Her eyes flashed around the room, not sure 
where he was. "This is Baskania's most highly guarded fortress. I'm sure you can 
find your way in--he'd want you to. But you'd never come out again." Her voice 
shook. "The only thing that is getting me through this is knowing that you are 
out there somewhere, doing okay. You're going to be a king someday. And I'm 
happy knowing that. Just promise you'll always remember me. That's all I want 
now." 

"But the Fates said--" 

"Forget the Fates, Erec. Forget me. Okay? Move on. I'm done here. The best 
part of my life was my time with you. I wouldn't change a thing that we did 
together." She cocked her head toward the movie screen. "In fact, I'm looking 
forward to reliving that part again, when we get there. That will be the grand 
finale before my life is over." She paused. "I just hope there isn't anything you've 
told me that we don't want Baskania to know about, or he'll see it on the screen." 

Erec wanted to scream, throw things. But he understood how she felt. He 
would have said the same to her if he had been captured. 

Not that it would stop him from coming to Jakarta, of course. "Bethany, I went 
to the Oracle and asked just what I had to do to get you out of there alive. They 
gave me a list of instructions, and all of them are done. I'm not just going to 
wander in there, clueless," he said, trying to laugh, despite the fact that he would, 
indeed, be completely clueless. 
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Her voice became very soft. "Erec, answer one thing for me." 

"Yes?" 

"The Fates told you what you could do to let me escape alive?" 

"Yes, Bethany. They did." 

"Did they say that you would also escape alive?" 


Erec was silent. No. Of course, she was right. They had not mentioned that at 
all. It made sense to him now. The fortress was impenetrable. How could they 
both escape? For the first time, he had doubts. 

So maybe it would be a trade-off, then. Her for him. 

He would take it. 

"Don't worry, Bethany. It will all work out all right. I'll make it." 

He wished he believed it himself as much as he had before. 

256 


CHAPTER TWENTY One Impossible 
Thing Before Breakfast 


HEN EREC WOKE again, it was midday. Griffin continued to sleep, after 
having slept most of the previous day. Erec was sure sleep felt wonderful after 
centuries of being awake in a living nightmare. Finally Griffin rose, dusted 
himself off, and bowed to Aunt Salsa. "Aye, me lady. I'm at yer service for yer 
hospitality." He lifted her hand to his lips. "Yer but a beautiful rose, my sweet. 
Anything you need, just ask old Griffin, here." 
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"Oh, my." Aunt Salsa's fingers fluttered over her lips. "You're so sweet to an 
old lady." She plumped her black, spiky hair. 

"Old? Ye must be kidding. Yer but a child in the dew, Salsa." Griffin winked 
at Erec. 

Erec lowered his eyebrows at Griffin, hoping Griffin wasn't becoming 
attracted to all the jewelry hanging around Aunt Salsa's neck and dripping from 
her clothing. As much as Erec liked Griffin, he was a rough sort. Wolfboy liked 
him too. Erec noticed that Griffin snuck the dog some food from the Serving 
Tray every chance he got. 

Four magical items now swung around Erec's neck: the Doubler charm that 
Wandabelle had given him, the Trwyth boar vial with four tiny colored spheres 
attached to it, his Amulet of Virtues that kept track of what quests he had 
finished, and now the Seeing Eyeglasses. As much as Erec wanted to keep 
watching Bethany with the glasses, it wasn't helping her escape. Being with her 
when Baskania was there was just too painful and didn't do either of them any 
good--but he would try to talk to her every night when she was alone. 

How would he get Bethany out of Baskania's fortress? He wished the Hermit 
was going with him. What did he mean when he said he'd be there in spirit? And 
that strange remark about the cat? The Hermit suggested that Erec take friends 
with him. Help sounded like a great idea, but he didn't want to put anyone else in 


danger. Stealing a prisoner from the world's most powerful sorcerer's fortress 
would not be a walk in the park. 

He wished he could ask Danny and Sammy to go with him. But he knew that 
would be wrong. They were destined to be the other two rulers of the Kingdoms 
of the Keepers. If he didn't survive, at least they could still be king and queen. 

He didn't want to risk anyone's lives. Griffin insisted on coming with him, 
which was great. Maybe that was all the help he needed. Still, Erec remembered 
going on adventures with Jack, Jam, and 
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other friends. He would like to have more company. Should he listen to the 
Hermit? Or keep his friends away from danger? 

Then Erec almost laughed, remembering talking about this very issue with his 
friends on his last quest. They were on the Path of Wonder collecting the five 
Awen--the magical crystals that he attached to the Trwyth boar vial. He had 
wanted to protect all of his friends and climb across a crumbling ravine by 
himself to get one of the Awen. Jack had told him that he wasn't the only 
responsible one, and they all wanted to help. He had pointed out that they had a 
better chance if they all worked together. 

Which probably was the case now. Erec decided he would let Jack know what 
he was doing and leave the decision up to him. 

He was sure Jack was in Alypium somewhere. The cell phone that had been 
implanted in Jack's finger had stopped working, so he couldn't call him. But Jack 
usually spent afternoons in Paisley Park with his magic tutor. Erec might be able 
to find him there. 

"Hey, Mom. Are you going to stay here with Jam's aunt?" 

"I suppose we might for a while. She is so sweet, and we can't go back home 
until things are safe there. Now that that Dumpling Smith woman can't track 
Danny and Sammy down, we can go out and explore Americorth North. It will 
be like a vacation." She sighed. "As much as I've been working the last few 
years, I could use a break with you kids." 

"You deserve it," Erec said. "It looks like I'll be here a while longer. Danny 
and Sammy can use a break too; once they find out they're going to be king and 
queen, things will be a little harder for them." 

June's eyes flew open wide. "Shhh! Come here," she whispered, dragging him 
into an empty bedroom. "How do you know about that? J don't even know all the 
details. And at this rate, it might not happen." 

"I saw it through my dragon eyes." 

"Well, don't breathe a word to them, understand me? Like you, 
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they're in hiding here, to be safe. It's bad enough that people are already 
Starting to come after them. I've made a promise to your father to keep things 
under wraps." 

"I know. I'm sorry to say anything here about it. And I won't tell them. But 
does it really make sense now for all of us to go back to New Jersey? The other 
kids would like living in Alypium too." He thought about the hordes of people 
after him there and realized that might not be the best choice of places to stay. 
"Or at least here in Aorth you could do magic, and you wouldn't have to work so 
hard." 

"Let me talk to King Piter, and think about it. For now we'll just take a little 
break." 

Erec cleared his throat, nervous about breaking the news to her. "I have to go 
for a while, Mom. I need to help Bethany." He hoped saying it in the least 
threatening way might keep her calm. 

But it didn't work. "No, Erec," she cried. "You of all people can't waltz into 
one of Baskania's headquarters and expect to get out unharmed. It's too 
dangerous. I'm sure your father would agree with me." 

"Mom, the Fates said that I could. I've found Danen, the man with that strong 
people magnet, and he's turned it on Bethany. I've finished most of my fifth 
quest. I even have a vial of dragon blood ready to give her. Everything is set. 
Now I just need to go there." 

June shook her head firmly. "I can't let you do it. And this time, don't try to 
sneak away. I'll be watching you." 

"But it's the only way, Mom. I can't just let Bethany die. You understand that, 
don't you? The Fates said it would work--" 

"What did they say, exactly? That she would escape alive?" 

"Yes." 

"Did they say that you would escape alive?" 

This was exactly what Bethany had asked him. But that wasn't 
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going to stop him. "They don't go into that kind of detail. It doesn't matter--" 

"Doesn't matter? No way, mister. It matters to me, I'll tell you that. Just forget 
about it." 

"No, I meant it doesn't matter that they didn't explain that. They kind of ... 
implied that I'd live, I think." 

"You think." She started to pace back and forth. "Will you do me a favor? 
Please? Before you run off and get yourself killed, let's just talk to your father 
and Queen Posey. See what they say. Okay?" 

"Can we talk to them today? Like now? Because this can't wait." 


"Okay. Come with me." June found Jam in the kitchen with his aunt. "What is 
the best way to speak to King Piter and Queen Posey, Jam? Cell phone or e- 
mail?" 

"Modom, I will speak to Queen Posey's staff and find out what they prefer. 
Just a moment, please." He held up his forefinger, shook it, and put it to his 
mouth. "Yes. I am calling from the Rex family. June O'Hara and Erec Rex wish 
to speak to the queen and to King Piter. Which way would they prefer to speak? 
Yes, I'll hold. . . ." He waited. ". .. Yes, hullo. We do have e-mail here. Very 
well." He pulled a paper pad from his vest and wrote on it. "Thank you. They 
will contact the king and queen shortly." 

Jam bowed his head to June. "Modom, Queen Posey requests that you and 
Erec e-mail her. She is not listed, but you can find her servant here, and she will 
put them on." He handed June the paper. "Please use my aunt's e-mail in her 
room." 

"Thank you so much, Jam," June gushed. "Erec, Jam is the most polite 
gentleman I have ever met. You would do well to learn from him." 

Jam's face turned red and he exited the room quickly. June typed the name on 
the paper into the touch screen. "C-a-s-s-y D-e-r-b-y-s-h-i-n-s. There it is." 
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In a moment, a woman's picture lit up the screen. She wore a shiny cap of 
little scales on her head and a huge smile. June tapped on her image and the 
woman with the large smile and small cap appeared live on the screen. "Cassy 
Derbyshins, Castle Ashona. May I help you?" 

"Yes. This is June O'Hara and Erec Rex. We would like to speak to King Piter 
and Queen Posey, please? Somebody just placed a call--" 

"Oh, yes. Of course." Her smile widened to the point of cracking. "They're 
expecting you. One moment, please." 

She disappeared, leaving a white screen. Soon Erec's father and aunt appeared. 
Erec was amazed at how healthy King Piter looked. He was tall and square- 
shouldered, and his face glowed. Being near Queen Posey's scepter had put more 
life in him than his own scepter had recently. The queen looked beautiful and 
radiant, long dark curls waving under her silver crown. The three thin, dark lines 
below each of her eyes made her look tired, but Erec knew they were from 
Instagills, like he had in his wrists, which let her breathe underwater. 

"Erec!" King Piter cried. "And June. I've heard from my plants that you're 
doing well in Americorth North. Erec--you seem to have disappeared for a 
while, but I'm glad to see that you're back. Is everything okay?" 

Queen Posey blew a kiss and waved. 

Erec nodded. "I got my fifth quest and did some of it." 


"Where did you go?" 

"I had to meet King Augeas and introduce myself. Those were the quest 
instructions, at least. But I found out my real job was to save all the people in his 
Nightmare Realm. A certain one in particular." 

"A certain one?" Queen Posey leaned forward, interested. 

"The Clown Fairy. Her name is Wandabelle. Baskania took her there because 
it's the only place that can trap her. He's going to give 
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her to the three Furies in exchange for some special powers." 

"You found her?" King Piter's jaw dropped. "Thank goodness. So, she's in the 
Nightmare Realm? We have to figure out a way to save her right away. The 
clown societies are desperate for a leader. Many are sick and dying, others are 
wandering aimlessly in the wilderness. They won't survive without someone to 
rule them, and only the Clown Fairy can help." He pursed his lips in thought. 
"How were you able to escape King Augeas's realm? I can't believe you were 
there ... and left. That is supposed to be impossible." 

"The Hermit prepared me. I had to learn how to change my dreams and 
perform some magic. But I have no idea how to rescue Wandabelle. King 
Augeas was extra careful to give her no way out." 

The king frowned. "I should go myself." 

Queen Posey objected. "You can't do that, Piter. Look what happened when 
you were just a few days away from your scepter. And I can't risk leaving all of 
Ashona without a queen, and become trapped forever in a nightmare. We'll find 
the Hermit and ask him to go." 

"Good luck with that," Erec said. "He seems to follow his own orders." He 
looked at his father. "Is Queen Posey--I mean Aunt Posey's scepter helping you 
more than . .. ours was? You look a million times better." Erec wasn't sure 
whether to refer to the scepter as his or his father's. 

The king smiled. "It's far stronger, and I have completely recovered. So much 
that I forget my limitations." 

June was confused. "I thought your scepter was the strongest, your highness." 

"It was--when my castle was intact. That gave me strength to handle my 
scepter, as Posey has, and also let my scepter work at its highest power." He 
turned to his onscreen companion. "But you are right, dear sister. I would be a 
fool to leave your side. I will talk to the Hermit. He may know of a way." 
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A new voice behind Erec made him jump. "We all know a way, but some of 
our ways are wayward. Or just ways with words." 

Erec spun around and found the Hermit perched on one foot like a flamingo in 


the middle of Aunt Salsa's bed. Her pink sheets were wrapped around him like a 
toga, and one of her pillowcases dangled from his bald head like an oversized 
cap. 

"Hermit!" Erec was so happy to see him that he would have given him a hug-- 
were he not so odd. "What a relief that you're here. We all need you now." He 
wondered if the Hermit would understand that Erec wanted him to help rescue 
Bethany, too, though the king was focused on Wandabelle. 

"We all need you? No." The Hermit shook his head with a grin. "You need all 
we. Remember that." He nodded sagely as if he had settled everyone's problem, 
then sat on the bed with a look of contentment. Erec hoped Aunt Salsa didn't 
stroll in now and see the state of her bedsheets. 

The king's voice took on a pleading tone. "Erec has found that the Clown 
Fairy is being held in King Augeas's Nightmare Realm. You, of course, know the 
significance of this information. Is there any way that you can release her? Do 
you think you are capable of doing that?" 

"You are talking to the wrong person!" The Hermit laughed, then pointed at 
Erec. "Ask that guy over there. He's the only one who can save her." 

Erec's eyes widened. "Me?" 

The king and queen both protested. "I don't know," Queen Posey said. "It 
seems too dangerous for a boy, and a future king. He could get trapped there." 

The Hermit rubbed his chin in thought. "I see. Did that explanation stop you 
when you were fulfilling your quests to become queen?" 

She cleared her throat, taken by surprise. Everyone, including 
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Erec, had forgotten what the Hermit had subtly pointed out--that rescuing 
Wandabelle was part of Erec's fifth quest. 

The king shook his head. "I don't know. These quests that Erec has done have 
been so dangerous. Visiting the Nightmare King? Joining the five Awen to the 
Twrch Trwyth? He could have easily died doing any of these things." 

"Yet here he is!" The Hermit threw a hand toward Erec. 
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Erec nodded. "I guess the Fates know what they are doing." 

The king nodded, solemn. "I know," he said quietly. "It's just hard for me, 
that's all. But you are right. If the Fates sent Erec there on a quest, likely he 
would be the only one able to help her." He put a hand over his eyes and sighed. 
"I suppose you'll watch over him again, Hermit. Are you going to leave now, 
Erec?" 

"No, not yet. I have to do something else first." Erec gulped. "That's why we 
needed to talk to you." 


June looked horrified. Erec was sure she was already upset that he would be 
returning to the Nightmare Realm. But after Piter had approved of it, both as 
king and as Erec's father, she could not argue. 

"I have to rescue Bethany. You saw her; you know what's going on." 

"Erec, leave that to me," King Piter said. "I've been working on it since I got 
here. Did you think I'd just leave Bethany trapped with Baskania? That girl is 
like a daughter to me. Her parents were so dear to your mother and me. If I had 
only kept a better eye on her, not been so obsessed with my scepter ..." He shook 
his head. "I guess it's your scepter now. Anyway, with the help of my plants, I've 
found out where she is. It's not good news, I'm afraid. Baskania is keeping her at 
his most highly guarded fortress, in Jakarta, Indonesia." 

"I know. Oscar told me in a letter. Baskania took Oscar in, and he's sending 
me all of the information he finds out." 

King Piter sighed. "Poor Oscar. I hope he gets away before it's too late." 

Erec nodded. "I also saw Bethany for myself, now that I have the Seeing 
Eyeglasses back. She's not doing well." 

The king expected as much. "So we know where she is. I have been gathering 
information and talking to Posey. We have sent him a formal request to return 
Bethany. In response, we received a letter from Bethany saying she was fine, and 
to leave her alone. Baskania attached a note that she was doing important work, 
and we should be proud of her. 

"We are preparing the Ashona army to invade and rescue her. The Alypium 
army is no longer at my disposal--Baskania has taken over there. President Inkle 
looks to him for instruction. But Ashona has outstanding fighters. They will 
break in and rescue her, no doubt." 

"What if it doesn't work, though? I went to the Oracle and asked the Fates 
about Bethany. They said there was only one way to rescue her, and they gave 
me instructions. Nothing else will work." Everyone stared at him in silence, so 
he continued. "I had to find the man with the magnet, and get him to use it on 
Bethany. Then I had to do most of my fifth quest, which I did. Now I'm 
supposed to find Bethany, get her to drink dragon blood--which I have ready. 
That will break the Draw that Baskania put on her. It's the only way for her to 
make it out alive." 

King Piter was speechless. In the silence, the Hermit sang, incongruously, 
"These are the sweetest, the funnest moments. The funniest time of your life. 
Woo-hoo!" He slapped his side and giggled. 

"I don't know about this." King Piter looked stunned. "It's one thing to let you 
go back into the Nightmare Realm--at least you already escaped from there once, 
and it's part of a quest. How can I let you walk straight into Baskania's high- 


security fortress? What are the odds of you escaping?" 

"That's what I told him." June's voice was hoarse. "This is ridiculous. He's a 
kid, remember that. Not some superhero. I don't know 
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what he's thinking, even talking to the Fates about this at all. He should leave 
it to you. Your armies are much better equipped to march into that place than he 
is." 

King Piter wasn't so sure. "The Fates said it was the only way she would 
escape alive?" 

"Wait!" June threw her hands up in the air like stop signs. "There is a big 
problem here. The Fates said that Bethany would escape alive. Could escape 
alive is more like it. But they never said that Erec would escape alive. That 
would be impossible." 

"The White Queen sometimes believes as many as six impossible things 
before breakfast." The Hermit giggled. "It just takes some practice. Here we only 
have one impossible thing before breakfast--no problem at all." 

"Hermit." The king rubbed his eyes. "What do you advise here?" 

"It's not for me to sell advice when three Fates have already given it for free." 

"So you think Erec should go to Jakarta? That he would survive?" 

The Hermit tipped his head in thought. "That depends on what you mean by 
'survive."" 

"No!" June shouted. "Try another way." 

King Piter was thoroughly unhappy. "I understand, June. Believe me. But look 
at all of the outcomes. What if Queen Posey's army attacked but could not get 
through to save Bethany? What if they did get through to her and she was killed 
in the rescue? And what would that do to Erec? Would he ever be the same 
again? If Queen Posey's army could help the girl, then the Fates would have said 
so at the Oracle. Now I see that sending the army would be a mistake. I'm afraid 
we'll have to leave it up to Erec." 

"Leave it up to..." June's eyes were filling with tears. "I can't let that happen. 
I'm sorry." 

King Piter's voice was soft. "How will you stop him, June? He 
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knows everything. If he does not go, that will be because he chooses not to. 
He knows how you feel, but he also knows that his best friend will die if he 
doesn't save her." 

June sniffed, tears running down her face. "Would you really run away and go 
... there?” 

Erec hugged his mother, seeing how upset she was. "I would never hurt you 


on purpose. But I don't know how I can leave Bethany there to die. And what if 
Baskania pulls the information he wants out of her? If he learns the Final Magic? 
I think we're all forgetting about that problem. That could be the end of life as 
we know it." 

June said, in a stiff voice, "I guess that there's no choice, then, is there?" 

"If you go, Erec, you must be prepared," King Piter put in. "I will tell you a 
few things that will help you when you get to Jakarta." 

"If you don't mind, I'm not going to be a part of this." June sniffed. "Erec, 
come talk to me when you're done." She left the room. 

The king drew his mouth down sternly. "You better come back, you hear me, 
Erec?" 

"I will." He shrugged. "Just tell me what I need to do and I'll do it." 

"Okay. First of all, I have plants all over, but not in any of Baskania's 
compounds, fortresses, or corporate buildings. So I won't know what's going on 
while you're inside there. Keep the Seeing Eyeglasses with you--it's the only way 
you'll be able to communicate with anyone. The Jakarta fortress is going to be 
hard to break into. They say the entrance is hidden. It's located in an eye care 
shop, I've heard, but I don't know the details. In fact, it may be impossible for 
you to get inside at all." 

The Hermit waggled his eyebrows. "Erec has his ways." 

"One thing I do know," the king said. "All types of ferocious creatures guard 
that place. So you'll need to have someone with you 
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that can tell you what to do to defeat them. I suppose the Hermit would be 
perfect for that." 

"Oh, no. You are too kind." The Hermit was bouncing on the bed. "But I 
cannot come along with Erec. I have an appointment--for a haircut." He 
smoothed a hand over his bald scalp. "I do know someone, or should I say 
something, who would be perfect for that job." 

The king caught on instantly. "You are right. I hadn't thought of that. But that's 
a good idea for a lot of reasons." 

The Hermit nodded. 

"Who? What?" Erec asked. 

"There are creatures known as mynaraptors," King Piter said. "They are 
humongous birds. But they are also incredibly smart. A mynaraptor could advise 
you the best way to handle almost any creature that you come up against. Plus, 
they can help with transportation. One of these birds could fly a whole group of 
people around. They can talk your ear off, though." 

Now Erec remembered. "I've seen one of those before--at least a baby 


mynaraptor. Bethany had to ride one in the Tribaffleon contest last summer in 
Alypium. Where would I find one now?" 

"Same person, different place," the Hermit said. 

"That's right," added the king. "Only one person I know runs a mynaraptor 
ranch. He's an expert in baby animals, and they're his favorite. Turns out they 
were going extinct before he started helping them out." The king laughed. "I'm 
glad he's found something that he's good at, finally." 

"Who is it? Someone I've heard of?" 

"Oh, I think so." King Piter nodded. "His name is Spartacus Kilroy." 
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CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE Kilroy's 
Cuddles 


PARTACUS KILROY? YOUR old AdviSeer? I haven't seen him for ages. 
Didn't he get in trouble for helping Hecate Jekyll hypnotize you all those years?" 

"He didn't know that he was doing it," the king explained. "There was no 
reason to punish him when he just thought that he was helping me. Spartacus is 
happier with animals, I think. He is a nice person, but far too 
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trusting. When he was surrounded by the wrong people, they walked all over 
him." 

"So I need to bring a mynaraptor with me to Jakarta. That's in Upper Earth. I 
can't imagine what people there will think when they see it." 

The Hermit said, "People see what they want to see, and hear what they want 
to hear. Unfortunately, smell is a different matter all together. And most of them 
have no taste at all." 

Erec ignored this comment. "Where does Kilroy live now?" 

The king said, "His farm is placed in the one spot where Alypium borders 
Otherness, in the flatlands. Jam knows where it is." 

"Thanks. Is there anything else I need to know?" 

The king nodded. "Take as many things with you as you think might help. I 
don't know what you might come up against. I would say to bring the scepter... 
but that would likely backfire. Neither of us is ready for that yet. The Fates 
would have told you if you needed it, I think." 

For a second Erec craved the scepter as deeply as he ever had, but then he was 
glad he had sent it away. He counted himself lucky that the king hadn't said he 
was ready for it, or it would have appeared in his hands right now. "Okay. 
Thanks for the advice, Dad. I'll let you know how it went as soon as I get back." 


"Best of luck to you, son." 

June straightened his shirt and mussed his hair. "If you go, do it quick before I 
change my mind. Contact me with the Seeing Eyeglasses whenever you can, 
okay? I don't like this one bit . . . but I do understand. And I trust you. If anyone 
can do this, you can." She placed her fingers on his cheek. "Now, you better 
hurry, okay?" 

"Yeah. Thanks, Mom. I love you." 

"Love you, too." She gave him a hug. 
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Jam's Aunt Salsa packed a sack of snacks for them, even though Erec took the 
Serving Tray. 

June was glad that Jam offered to go along with Erec and Griffin. Griffin 
bowed low to her. "Me lovely lady, I swear on me mother's grave that I will 
guard your son with me life. He has saved us from an eternal nightmare, and I 
can never repay him for that." 

"Thank you, Griffin." With a grown man offering help, June perked up a little. 
"Don't let him do anything dangerous, all right?" 

"Of course, me dear." He kissed her hand. "I'll be takin' care of all that part 
meself." 

June looked less pale, if not satisfied, when she hugged Erec good-bye. 

Against Jam's advice, Erec insisted on finding his good friend, Jack Hare, in 
Paisley Park before going to Spartacus Kilroy's ranch. 

"Young sir, are you sure bringing friends is a good idea? You would risk his 
life on this trip?" He cleared his throat, uncomfortable disagreeing with Erec 
about anything. 

"No, it's not a good idea, and I don't want to risk his life. Or yours or Griffin's, 
for that matter. But the Hermit told me to bring friends. His crazy advice is better 
than most people's. It's like he's clued in to what is going on more than anyone 
else." Erec's lips crept up into a half smile. "Maybe that's why he seems so odd. 
He just knows too much. Anyway, I'm leaving the decision up to Jack. He cares 
about Bethany too, and he would want the choice." 

"Aye." Griffin nodded in agreement. "If Jack is any kind of man at all, he'll 
want to grab his sword and fight to the death. I know he'll be in with us." 

Erec and Jam exchanged a look. They'd have to hold Griffin back from killing 
everyone in the fortress. 

Erec pulled his sweatshirt hood over his head before they exited 
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Aunt Salsa's Port-O-Door into Paisley Park. Jam programmed the door to stay 
in the tree and wait for their return. 


Entering the huge park full of paisley-shaped bushes brought him back to the 
afternoons he had spent here with his old tutor, Pimster Peebles. He frowned as 
he thought how quickly he had learned finger magic with the Hermit compared 
to how slowly Peebles had taught him. 

Stone benches lined the lawn, nearly connecting the paisley shrubs like a 
maze. Wolfboy had fun jumping over the hedges and barking at squirrels. Kids 
with remote controls filled the spaces between them, instructed by their tutors. 
Many of them wore the traditional blue apprentice cloaks. Everywhere benches 
were clumsily lifted by spells, then tumbled back onto the ground, kids and pets 
were turned upside down, fires sprouted from fingers and then turned into 
icicles. Erec stumbled over a thin boy with snowy white hair who was so deep in 
meditation he had nearly become invisible. 

"Ow!" The boy dusted himself off and stood, black eyes blazing. "Can't a kid 
get a break around here? Bad enough nobody talks to me, now I have to get 
kicked in the side?" 

"Sorry." Erec thought the kid looked familiar. Where had he seen him before? 
"T'm just looking for a friend, and I wasn't watching where I was going." 

"At least you have a friend." The boy shook Erec's hand. "My name is Erec 
Rex. But everyone calls me Connor Flannigan. Glad to meet you." 

Erec sent a sideways glance to Jam, who looked amused. This kid was 
obviously nuts. No wonder people avoided him. "Well, nice to meet you, Erec 
Rex. Best of luck with your . . . meditation. Or sleep practice. Whatever it was 
you were doing down there." He waved, then remembered something before 
walking on. "Hey, do you work at a pet shop in the agora? I think I've seen you 
there." 
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"Yeah. I pick up a little cash there when I'm not practicing magic. Did you buy 
a pet?" 

"I got a cat there once for my friend Oscar." A wave of regret washed over 
Erec when he thought about Oscar. What was he doing now? He hoped Oscar 
would come to his senses about Baskania soon. 

As if he had summoned it with Nitrowisherine, a red snail shell with his name 
on it appeared on the ground like a smudge of paint in the dirt. Connor made a 
grab for it, but Erec snatched it first. 

"Hey, that's for me!" Connor held his hand out, frustrated. "I've never had a 
snail come to me with my real name on it yet. It could be important." 

Erec looked at him like he was crazy. "This is mine, Connor." He started to 
pull the letter out. 

"But your name is Rick Ross!" 


Erec laughed, remembering that Connor knew him by the name he used in the 
contests last summer. "Look." He flashed the letter to Connor. "It's from my 
friend Oscar." 

"Who?" Connor looked confused, then disappointed. "Stupid mail service." 

Erec walked away and read the letter. 

Dear Erec, 

I have huge news! Rosco just brought a proclamation to Baskania announcing 
that King Piter is officially resigning his throne! He's actually passing it on to 
Balor Stain. I wouldn't have believed it, but it has King Piter's real signature on 
it! The letters sparkle and they kind of split apart on the page when it's really 
signed by him. Nobody can forge it--and the Bureau of Bureaucrats has already 
stamped it as authentic. 
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So the king really is passing his throne to Balor? Have you been in touch with 
him? I thought he would have given it to you! I was confused about why he did 
this, but Baskania said that the king finally came to his senses. He's not going to 
fight what we all know is bound to happen anyway. 

Weird. But you were right about me not trusting Baskania. I still think he's not 
as bad as we used to think. But he didn't help me get back at Rosco like he said 
he would. After I told him everything I knew about Rosco, and all of the things 
we had done together when he was my tutor, he acted like it wasn't enough. And 
now that Rosco brought him this proclamation from King Piter, he's acting like 
Rosco is his favorite assistant ever. 

Which makes me laugh, because he's calling me his "assistant" too. I guess 
that's his name for anyone who works for hm. 

Oh, well. 

I talked to him about Bethany again, and he said she is completely fine and 
happy. He even showed me a few letters that she wrote talking about how well 
things were going there. 

Your friend, 

Oscar 
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Erec tried to swallow his anger. How could Oscar believe Baskania that 
Bethany was okay? And what was this about an official signature from King 
Piter giving his throne to Balor Stain? Of course his father would never do 
anything like that. 

So, Rosco was able to forge the king's unforgeable signature? What else could 
this guy do? He was as powerful as he was nasty. Erec remembered when he had 
believed in Rosco, and when Oscar had too. What a con man. 


He asked Jam for a pen and paper, which of course he had ready, along with a 
board to write on. 

Dear Oscar, 

You have to believe me. Baskania is completely lying to you. Bethany is not 
happy, and she is not there by choice. I don't want to go into how I know this, 
because Rosco will read this letter when you get it. But you have to trust me. 

And the king--my father--did not leave his throne to Balor Stain! I have no 
idea how Rosco got his signature, but he did not sign any proclamations. 

I really think you should get away from there, fast. If Baskania wants you to 
help him so much, wouldn't it be better not to? It's like helping your worst enemy 
destroy the world. I really wish you could join me. This whole thing stinks. 

Just met a crazy kid who said he was me. What a laugh. 

Erec 
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He put the note in the shell and tossed it. Before Oscar got it and Rosco took it 
and traced it back to here, Erec would be long gone. 

Just about when he was ready to give up looking, a tall kid with yellow-blond 
hair bounded into view. He was taking turns keeping a rock alight, passing it 
back and forth with a slim girl. Her straight black hair bounced against her 
shoulders as she ran. 

"Hey, Jack!" Erec shouted. "It's me." He threw his hood back. 

Jack and the girl turned around. Jack's face lit up with a grin at the same time 
as the girl's lips curled into a snarl. She dropped the rock and it fell, hitting Jack 
in the head. 

"Ouch." He rubbed where the stone had bounced off, a smile still covering his 
face. "Erec! Jam! Wolfboy! I've been wondering what's going on with you. Man, 
I can't believe you're here. I visited Bethany a few times when you were in 
Upper Earth. But the last time I tried to go to your father's house, I was stopped 
by a water wall around it." He bent down to rub Wolfboy's ears. "Are you okay? 
I heard that your father passed his crown on to Balor Stain. I couldn't believe it. 
So I wondered if something happened to you." 

"Nothing happened to me. And don't believe that King Piter would ever hand 
his kingdom over to Balor. Not in a million years. But Bethany is in trouble. 
Baskania captured her." 

Jack's eyes widened and he grew paler than usual. "Bethany? No... No way. 
Are you sure? Can't your father get her back?" 

Erec noticed that the girl was listening to them intently. Just then he 
recognized her: She was Bette Noir, an old friend of the Stain triplets. "Bette?" 
His mouth fell open in disbelief. "What are you doing here? Did your rotten 


friends send you to spy on Jack now? Isn't Oscar Felix enough for you?" 

Bette's snarl deepened into a full-fledged sneer. "Erec Rex. Pretty brave of you 
to show your face around here. One little shout to one of the Alypium police 
birds up there and you'll be arrested 
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on the spot." She jerked her thumb toward a Harpy flying overhead. 

"Hey, guys. Cut it out." Jack put a hand on each of their shoulders. "I know it's 
hard to believe, Erec, but Bette is on our side. She was friends with the Stains, 
and Ward Gamin, and Rock Rayson. But she hates them all now. You know 
Balor. He thinks he's ten cuts above everyone else. Now that he has more power 
than ever, he's even worse. Bette's come to her senses about him." 

Erec thought about Balor stuck with King Augeas and felt sorry for him. "He 
doesn't have as much power as he makes out." 

Bette stuck her chin out. "I still like Ward. He's cute. But Rock won't even talk 
to me anymore." 

Jack said to Erec, pleading, "C'mon. Give her a chance, okay?" 

"After everything we've been through? Can I talk to you in private?" 

Bette retreated, in a huff, to a bench not far away. 

Jack crossed his arms and waited, with a look on his face like Erec had kicked 
a kitten. Patient and considerate as ever, Erec thought. Jack didn't have a 
suspicious bone in his body. 

Erec, on the other hand, had more than enough suspicious bones to make up 
for ten of him. "Jack, this is confidential information. Please don't tell Bette 
anything, in case she still has connections with the Stains. We're going to 
Baskania's fortress in Jakarta to try to break Bethany out of there. I just wanted 
you to know, in case .. ." He didn't want to suggest that Jack come, or put any 
pressure on him at all. It had to be his idea entirely. 

"Cuz we know you'd want to come and fight for her," Griffin said. "Yer a man, 
not a meece, right?" 

Jack pulled back from Griffin in shock. 

"Sorry," Erec said. "This is my friend, Griffin. We met in . . . somewhere far 
away from here. But he's helping me in Jakarta. Listen, don't feel like you have 
to come. I mean, don't come with us, 
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okay? It's going to be really dangerous. The only reason we're going is the 
Fates said it was the only way to get Bethany out alive." 

"The Fates said that?" Jack bit his lip. "Well . . . of course I'm going to go with 
you. This couldn't be any worse than the Path of Wonder, could it?" He laughed, 
remembering their past quest. 


"Yes. It will be much worse. Picture every horrifying monster you know. We 
may not come back alive." 

"I know. Look, it's Baskania's fortress. But Bethany is trapped in there. What 
am I going to do, just sit here when I know something we do could help her? I'll 
go nuts if I don't go. Just like you would." 

"You would risk your life to save her?" 

"If it comes to that. But I may not have to. You might need a lookout, or there 
are other things I could do to help. I'll come along and play it all by ear. Okay?" 
Erec was filled with relief. He had not realized until now how much Jack's 

company made him feel better. 

"We should ask Bette to come with us. She's pretty smart, and she might be 
able to help." 

Erec's eyes narrowed at Jack. "How long have you been hanging out with 
her?" 

"I dunno." Jack shrugged. "A few weeks?" 

"You don't know anything about her. What if she was lying to you? Listen, 
Oscar is working for Baskania now. He thinks Baskania is his friend. Baskania 
has been feeding him stories, and using him to get information. That's probably 
what Bette is doing with you." 

Jack looked over his shoulder at Bette sadly. "You really think so? I hate to 
just leave and not tell her where I'm going. We've been hanging out, and she'll 
think we're ditching her like the Stains did." 

"So? Look, Bethany's life is on the line. There is no room for mistakes. If you 
would rather stay here with Bette, I understand--I think. But don't tell her a 
thing." 
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"Okay," Jack agreed. "I won't. But you have to let me tell two other people. 
They've been worried sick about you, and would really want to help too." 

"Who, Rock Rayson and Ward Gamin?" Erec tried to calm down. 

Jack held up a finger. "Be right back." He ran off and returned shortly with 
two girls. Erec immediately recognized them as Melody Avery, Bethany's good 
friend and old roommate, and Darla Will, a pal who had helped him out in the 
past. 

Melody plunged past Jack and scooped Erec up in a hug. "Where have you 
been? I can't believe you let all this time go by. Hey, Jam!" She embraced the 
blushing butler. "Good to see you not steaming mad anymore." 

Jam turned a darker shade of pink. It was hard to imagine polite Jam as 
spitting angry. But that was what the Awen of Harmony had done to him when 
he had held it on their last adventure. 


"You were pretty funny then too, Melody." Erec laughed, although it had not 
been funny at the time. 

A grin spread across Melody's dark-complexioned face and she pulled on one 
of her tight black curls. "All pretty fun to look back on. I'm glad you let me go 
with you guys." 

Erec smiled remembering Melody's magical gift of producing beautiful music 
with her body. Each limb made the sound of a beautiful instrument, from flutes 
to violins. When he finally rescued Bethany he would have to ask Melody for an 
encore--he knew how much Bethany would love that. 

Darla blinked behind her glasses, pulling on her stringy brown hair. "Hi, Erec. 
Glad to see you're okay." 

"You too, Darla. Have you been out for a while?" Darla's unfortunate "gift" 
from birth was that she would get the same sickness or injury as anyone she 
knew or was around, only twenty-four 
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hours ahead of them. She usually was recovering from one illness or another. 
This was the first time that Erec had seen her out of the royal hospital. 

She nodded. "Luckily, everyone here has been okay. I mean, I've had a lot of 
colds and flus. But nothing too bad. Guess that means you'll all be in good shape 
tomorrow." 

"Now that the castle is gone, where can you go when you're sick?" 

"There's another hospital in Alypium." She shuddered. "It's more crowded, 
though. So when I was there, I kept getting one thing after the next, every time 
someone came in. It wasn't easy to convince them to let me out with pneumonia 
before I got whatever else was coming in next." 

Jack sent Erec a meaningful look. "Tell them?" 

Erec studied Darla and Melody, then nodded. Of course they deserved to 
know. "Don't tell a soul, okay? Only Jack and you two can know. Bethany is a 
prisoner in Baskania's fortress. He thinks she can tell him the secret to the Final 
Magic, because of that dumb prophesy. She has no clue what the secret is. I 
guess that's good, but he's not letting her out either way. I'm going to try and 
rescue her, and Jack--?" 

"Tm going too." 

"Count me in," Melody responded immediately. "She would go for me if I was 
a prisoner. I know that." 

Darla sighed. "I'd love to go, really. But you know what would happen to me 
there.” 

Of course. Any fighting that happened would injure Darla a day in advance. 
She was pretty much guaranteed to be hurt or even die if anyone else did. Erec 


smiled at her. "Bethany would not want you to chance that." He added, "She 
doesn't want any of us to risk our lives. I talked to her with the Seeing 
Eyeglasses, and she was beside herself when I told her that I was coming." 
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"You saw her?" Melody jumped up and down, excited. "So she's okay?" 

"For now. Not great, but okay ... You guys are really amazing to come with 
me. Thanks." 

"Oh, shut up." Jack rolled his eyes. "Let me tell my tutor I have to go ona 
quest with you. This is kind of a quest, isn't it? That should cover us." 

"Me too!" Melody squeaked. 

They ran off and were back in minutes. "Did you say we're going to see 
Spartacus Kilroy?" Jack said. "I thought he was in prison." 

Melody laughed. "No, he was let off. Well, we better go now, right? I guess a 
suitcase wouldn't work if we're sneaking into a fortress, would it?" 

Spartacus Kilroy lived in what looked like the opposite of a prison. His ranch 
spread over a hundred acres at the border of Alypium and Otherness. Sunlit cliffs 
towered over green fields. Raptors soared through the trees above, and a 
waterfall tumbled into mist just within sight. The ranch itself was in Alypium 
proper, which meant that the huge golden dome kept it at a warm, perfect 
temperature year-round. 

Jam didn't set Aunt Salsa's Port-O-Door to stay and wait for them, as he 
figured that Spartacus Kilroy would have his own. Still, Erec felt stranded seeing 
it disappear. 

A tall wooden fence with metal railings surrounded the property. Erec and his 
friends gathered in front of a huge gate with a sign reading KILROY'S 
CUDDLES: PRECIOUS PETKINS, FURRY FRIENDS, STINKY 
SWEETHEARTS, AND CUTE COMPANIONS. The grass in the fields 
appeared to be swirling around like paint in a mixer, with bits flying up into the 
air. Erec squinted, trying to get a better look. 

"Wow!" Melody pointed. "Look at all of those leaping lizards! I've never seen 
so many in one place!" 
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The entire farm was swarming with the same leaping lizards that Erec had 
seen in the gardens of the Castle Alypium. They flew up into the air, often 
bashing into each other head on, and dropped onto the backs of others. Wolfboy 
watched, stock still, with a low growl. 

"Man," Jack mumbled. "It's hard to hear them with all the commotion, but a 
few of them are talking about . . . what is it . . . ‘fly worm stew'?" Jack's inborn 
gift was to understand animals. "Look, they're clearing a path down the middle." 


Like a huge green zipper coming open, the hoards of leaping lizards parted 
down the middle, leaving a path of empty grass that widened until the lizards 
had nearly all run away. Straight down the path whirled huge blurs of green, like 
miniature emerald cyclones. Occasionally one of the blurs of motion stopped, 
revealing what looked like huge grinning toads. 

"Dervish Toads!" Jack pointed with a grin. "I rode one of those during the 
baby animal race last summer, in the Tribaffleon contest. Almost makes me sick 
to my stomach remembering it. I think I was greener than it was at the end." He 
laughed. "I guess Kilroy was the one who supplied the animals." 

They cautiously opened the gate, trying to avoid being knocked flat by 
spinning Dervish Toads as they walked toward a big white ranch house in the 
distance. Wolfboy, for all his bravado, stuck tight to Erec's side as they walked. 

"Look at those." Erec nodded at an approaching herd of glittering white 
unicorns with golden horns. Several dozen pranced straight past them, gracefully 
dancing above the Dervish Toads without a problem. Erec did not blame 
Spartacus Kilroy for wanting to stay in such a wonderful place. 

Other animals appeared as they approached a big red barn near the ranch 
house. Some of them looked almost normal, like turtles, rabbits, and mice, 
except that they were twenty times their normal 
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sizes. Others Erec had never seen before. He recognized a triclops like the one 
he had ridden for the Tribaffleon contest. It looked like three horses connected 
together by a fur-covered bar through the center of their bodies. The three parts 
moved in tandem around the bar, one side going up when the other went down, 
just like carousel horses. 

Erec immediately recognized Spartacus Kilroy, with his sandy blond hair and 
friendly green eyes. He looked more relaxed and happier than Erec had ever seen 
him. He no longer wore the starred blue cloak that used to be his trademark. 
Spartacus was tending to a shed full of sharp-beaked ducks in nests, deeply 
engaged in conversation with a few of them as he gathered their eggs in a basket 
and replaced their water buckets. 

When he heard the group approaching, he looked up and waved. "Hi, folks! 
Spartacus Kilroy here. Best deals on all creatures you can--" He left off and 
stared in shock. "Erec Rex? I can't believe you're here. And . . . you're the head 
butler from the Castle Alypium, aren't you?" Spartacus looked at the others as if 
he might recognize them, then gave up. "Are you here to buy a pet? I see you 
already have a dog." 

"No. Well, yes, I guess. I heard that you sell mynaraptors?" 

"Yeah, I do." Spartacus gestured with his arm. "Come on in, guys. You want a 
snack? I've got some cookies. Not the best I've ever tasted, though. The flying 
cows like them better than I do." 

As Spartacus turned to lead them inside, Erec wondered how much he could 
trust him. The way to saving Bethany was so fragile and narrow, he feared any 
wrong move could send them all tumbling into disaster. 
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CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO An Even 
Trade 


REC PULLED HIS silver Serving Tray out of his backpack in Spartacus 
Kilroy's kitchen. "Don't worry about the snack. We can take care of it. Tray, 
some platters of warm cookies and brownies, please. And a pitcher of milk." He 
bit into a chocolate chip cookie that tasted fresh from the oven. 

"Pretty nifty." Spartacus picked up the tray. "Can I have a lemon meringue pie 
square with chocolate melba toast topping?" The odd 
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but tempting treat appeared on the tray and he took a bite. "Unbelievable. This 
is just like my mom used to make." He sat down and leaned back in his chair. 


"What brings you guys here? I've heard you've been up to some strange things, 
Erec, but I never know what to believe. After being lied to for ten years when I 
was King Piter's AdviSeer, I've lost my patience with people. I guess that's why 
I'm spending my time with animals now. They don't play games." 

"I don't blame you." Jack laughed. "This place is amazing. If I wasn't a magic 
apprentice now, I'd love to work here." 

Griffin stared in horror at the pie square until Spartacus asked the Serving 
Tray for another and slid it over to him. Griffin held it to his mouth, wavering 
between disgust and an effort to be polite. When he finally tasted a bite, his eyes 
lit up and he shoved the rest into his mouth. 

"My door's open to you." Spartacus nodded at Griffin, stuffed the rest of his 
own pie square in his mouth and dusted his hands off. "I sure could use a hand. 
Seems like one creature or another is always in trouble. In fact, I got a call the 
other day. Two guys are going to stop by tomorrow for a job interview. First time 
anyone's been interested in working here. Anyway, even if they don't work out, 
I'm glad to be doing this. Some of these animals have been dying out in the wild, 
and now they're getting a new start here." 

"Were you the one who brought the baby animals to the Tribaffleon contest?" 
Melody said. 

He nodded. "This was my first job, way back when. It's really too bad I got 
sucked into that whole AdviSeer thing. I guess I let my vanity overcome me 
when I accepted that post. I should have known I couldn't do any of that stuff. 
They just wanted a dupe to follow orders. Someone who wasn't bright enough to 
catch on that there were problems." 
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Nobody knew what to say to that. Erec felt bad--Spartacus was such a nice 
guy. He shouldn't feel responsible for things he had done by mistake. 

Spartacus broke the silence. "Have you all heard about the clown problem? 
Too bad I can't do anything for them. I tried to take some in, but as soon as they 
stopped wandering they got sick, and a few died. I made them go--I thought they 
would last longer on the move. Poor things roam around Otherness and get into 
trouble, searching for someone to guide them. Some get too weak to go on, 
though. They're not going to last long." He sighed. "It's such a shame what 
happened to their rulers ten years ago. And now with the Clown Fairy gone, it's a 
mess." They sat a while thinking about it. "So, why do you want a mynaraptor?" 

Erec was not sure how much he could safely tell Spartacus. "Well . . . my 
father suggested that they know a lot about other creatures, and they're really 
smart. He said they make good companions." 

"That's for sure." Spartacus laughed. "As long as you can stand the chatter. 


You have to know how to be firm with them, or they'll talk your ear off. Some 
people tape their beaks shut." He immediately became concerned. "You have to 
promise me you'll never do that. They're not the most popular pets, because 
people don't know how to handle them. I guess if you really want one, I can 
show you some." He asked the Serving Tray for a steak for Wolfboy, who was 
getting more and more spoiled. 

"Okay." Erec remembered the baby mynaraptor that Bethany had rode upon 
during the Tribaffleon race. It was true--the thing babbled nonstop. Was that 
really what they needed? 

Outside, Erec noticed a gazebo filled with beautiful women laughing and 
chatting. On a second glance he saw that they were not wearing bright plumed 
clothing, as he thought--instead, the lower 
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half of their bodies was feathered and shaped like human-sized bird legs. 

Spartacus caught Erec and Jack staring. "Those are Kinari. They weren't doing 
so well in Otherness. Kinari like to live close to humans, so they end up drifting 
across the border into Upper Earth sometimes. They need more Substance 
around them, though, to live, and there isn't enough there. So when they wander 
too far into Upper Earth, they don't make it back." 

Jack frowned. "Kinari? They look like regular girls to me. I mean their clothes 
are--" His eyes widened when he noticed that the feathers were not just an outfit. 
"Ooh. Never mind." 

Spartacus told them that the ducks with sharp, pointed beaks and long claws 
that he had been talking to were mynaraptors. 

"That couldn't be right," Erec said. "My father said that they were enormous, 
and we all could ride on one of them." 

"You could." Spartacus nodded eagerly. "They are huge." 

Erec looked at the ducks skeptically. Even the baby mynaraptor that Bethany 
had ridden was much larger than these. 

"Oh, excuse me." Spartacus laughed, then explained. "Right now they're 
small. The birds can hide their size. Look." He petted one of the birds on the 
back. The creature started babbling to him about water and noise levels on the 
farm. "No. Stop talking," he commanded. Then in a nicer tone, "Would you 
please show my guests your larger size?" 

The thing gave a quick nod, then grew before their eyes until it loomed over 
all of them. Its legs stretched so that it resembled an enormous ostrich, and its 
elongated duck body widened. Soon it was twenty feet tall, with a broad back 
and immense wingspan. 

"Whoa." Griffin looked up at it in awe. 


The bird preened, enjoying the attention, then shrank back to duck size and 
hopped into its nest. "You know," it informed them, "I had an aunt once who met 
a little girl when she was small. I don't 
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remember what her name was, but she was a bright one. My aunt loved her. 
They talked about many things--I think they even spoke of fish at one point. Fish 
are one of my favorite snacks, you know. If I had my way, then all the time I 
would just--" 

"Stop." Spartacus held a hand out and the thing shut its beak. He motioned for 
Erec and his friend to follow him back into the house. "It's getting dark. Why 
don't you all stay here tonight? Make yourself at home. I don't know what your 
plans are, but you can't do much right now. I'd love the company, anyway." He 
smiled. "Tomorrow morning I'm interviewing two guys for jobs. Other than that 
I'm just hanging around here, as usual." 

The idea suited Erec fine. They might as well rest up. Who knew what 
tomorrow would hold? 

Erec warned Jack and Jam before he put on the Seeing Eyeglasses in the small 
guest room they shared that night. Jam had insisted on taking the couch, leaving 
two cots for Erec and Jack. 

"I'm going to talk to Bethany, so . . . if I sound like an idiot or get choked up, 
just try to ignore it, okay?" 

He put the glasses on. Bethany sat in the same spot as before. The room was 
dark, but he could see her silhouette nodding to sleep and jerking upright again. 
He guessed the time difference was less than when he had been in Americorth 
North. 

"Hey, Bethany!" he hissed, trying to keep his voice quiet. "Wake up. It's me." 

After a long while her eyes opened and searched the room fearfully. "Erec? Is 
that you?" 

Bethany looked even more exhausted than before. Dark circles sagged under 
her eyes and she wore a look of defeat. Erec felt bad to have woken her. From 
now on he would just watch her sleep, and only wake her if he had to. 
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"How are you holding up? It makes me sick to see you so sad." 

"Not great." She shrugged as much as she could with her arms chained down. 
"I don't know how much longer I have. We're already up to age eleven of my 
life. That's only three more years until we hit my age now. Then I bet he'll take 
another route to seeing what's in my head." She sighed deeply. "I'm really afraid, 
Erec. I heard Baskania threatened the Memory Mogul within an inch of his life 
to find out where my earliest memories went. Turns out the guy keeps no records 


at all of who gets what memory. In a way I'm glad--that's less for Baskania to 
find out about me. But at the same time, it would at least give me longer to live." 

Erec's skin prickled with hot anger. "Bethany, I'm coming to get you. And I'm 
not alone. A group of us are going. All you have to do is drink the dragon blood 
from the vial I give you. That will break the Draw that Baskania has on you. I 
know this is going to work, so try and hang in there." 

"No," she begged him. Tears poured down her cheeks. "Please. You don't 
understand. You don't want to be anywhere near this place. You coming here 
would be the perfect gift for Baskania. Do you get that? He would love it. And it 
would kill me, to see you going through what I am--or worse. Knowing you are 
safe is the only thing holding me together. Baskania would probably take your 
eyes and destroy you right away. Think what would happen to the rest of the 
world if he gets your dragon eyes. You can't risk that." 

Erec paused. He had not thought about his eyes. Of course Bethany wouldn't 
miss a point like that. 

Well, he'd just have to be careful, and make sure Baskania didn't capture him. 

He gulped. "It's going to be okay, Bethany. I promise you. Just remember to 
drink the dragon blood, okay?" 

"Don't come, Erec." Her voice shook. "Promise me that you 
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won't come." 

Erec was torn between telling her what she wanted to hear, to comfort her, and 
telling her the truth. So he thought of something else he could promise. 
"Bethany, I promise it will all be okay." 

He hoped he was telling the truth. 

Erec woke with a vague memory of dreams that involved Bethany and 
Wandabelle escaping a prison on the backs of huge mynaraptors while he waved 
good-bye from inside a barred cell. He was relieved that he was okay after he 
woke up, but then he realized that he would rather have things the way they were 
in the dream, with Bethany and Wandabelle safe, as compared to now. 

At least he had not had that awful dream with Earl Evirly starring as his father. 
Then he remembered--that dream had been removed by the Nightmare King. He 
smirked. What a great gift the king had given him. Erec hoped the king enjoyed 
keeping that horrible nightmare on his little glass collectors shelf. Good 
riddance. 

It was hard to get out of bed, knowing that this might be the last morning of 
comfort he had in a long time--maybe forever. While he was dying to run 
straight to Jakarta, he was also terrified. His mother's words--and Bethany's-- 
echoed in his mind. The Fates never said that he would get out safely. Was it 


possible? 

By the time he walked into Spartacus Kilroy's kitchen, everyone else was 
feasting on a table full of foods from the Serving Tray. Omelets were passed 
around, along with chocolate blackberry pancakes, peanut butter-chocolate chip 
Belgian waffles, fried egg-sausage-cheese-honeybread stacks, and hearty gruel-- 
ordered up by Griffin. 

"This tray makes having guests easy." Spartacus laughed. "I have to find one 
of these things." A doorbell rang and Spartacus glanced at the clock on the wall. 
"Ooh--it's ten. Almost forgot about the fellas coming to interview for jobs. Do 
you mind if I talk to them first, and 
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then get you your mynaraptor? I'd appreciate if you told me what you think 
about these guys too. Have to say, I don't trust my own judgment about people 
anymore." 

Spartacus disappeared for a while. When he walked back into the room, two 
men followed him. One was short and squat, wearing an eye patch and a dirty 
brown sackcloth tied at his waist with a rope. Sparse gray hair drooped around 
his face, circling a mostly bald scalp. The other was very tall and dressed like a 
hunter, with broad shoulders thrown back and his head held high. Soft blue eyes 
gazed out under tousled dark hair. 

Erec's jaw dropped. 

"Let's keep this casual. May I introduce you to some friends of mine who are 
here? Then we can all chat about what the jobs will entail. This is Erec, Jack, 
Jam, Melody, and Griffin. And your names were Arthur and... Karen?" 

"Kyron," the larger, younger man said, staring at Erec. "And my father here is 
Artie." His shocked face morphed into a huge grin. "Erec? You're here? I thought 
we'd never see you again." 

"It's Erec Rex," Artie said slowly. "Youse saved us from that bad manticore 
beast that was after us." He lumbered toward Erec and gave him a hug. 

Erec endured it a while, then pushed Artie gently away and stepped back. 
"Great to see you both. Are you doing okay?" His third quest had involved 
putting both Kyron and Artie in danger. Risking their lives was one of the 
hardest things he had ever done. 

Kyron gave him a high five. "We can't thank you enough, man. It's so great to 
be free. We've been wandering all over the world, exploring and having fun. But 
Dad needs a place to settle down now. He's getting older, you know. I'm not too 
fond of Alypium--we've heard about all the crazy politics going on here. But this 
part seems more isolated." He shrugged. "Almost like farm life. And we're big 
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animal fans." He laughed. "I haven't hunted a single dragon since we last saw 
you." 

Erec shuddered, remembering Kyron's past profession. "Glad to hear that. I 
bet you'll like it here. This setup seems perfect for you guys." 

"Yeah." Kyron nodded. "It's beautiful. As long as Baskania doesn't catch wind 
that we're here." He looked sharply at Spartacus, as if he had slipped. "That's 
something we need to discuss. My father and I are happy to work for food and a 
place to stay. A little money would be good, but we don't need a lot. But I have 
to find out where your allegiances lie. The fact that Erec is here is a good sign. 
You see, my father used to work for Baskania. 'Used to' being the key words. 
Baskania even took away his eye. Dad was the only one to ever quit service to 
Baskania and get away alive. He managed to get his eye back. One of these days 
I'm going to take him to Vulcan and see if he can reattach it." 

Kilroy shrugged. "Allegiance? My allegiance is solely to my animals. I've 
learned my lesson and I stay away from the crazy power struggles that are going 
on. But I don't want you bringing any of that in here. This is a peaceful place--" 

Kyron held a hand up. "We're as peaceful as they come. As long as you don't 
spread the word that we're here, we'd be grateful. I asked around about you 
before we called. I heard what had happened to you, and thought you might 
understand." 

Kilroy considered this. "Baskania took advantage of you. Same happened to 
me. I'd be glad to help you out. You know anything about the type of creatures I 
keep here?" 

"That's our specialty." Kyron glanced around the room. "Hey, Erec. Where's 
Bethany?" 

At the mention of her name, Erec felt his stomach drop. Telling new people 
what had happened was like reliving it. 
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Jack saw Erec's expression and said, "She's been captured by Baskania. We're 
going off to save her." 

Spartacus's eyes widened and he jumped to his feet. "What? That can't be. I 
remember that girl. Poor thing had such a nasty uncle taking care of her. Now 
this? What's wrong with that Shadow Prince? Can't he just leave people alone?" 

Erec had forgotten that he wasn't going to tell Spartacus where they were 
going. "Don't say anything . .. okay? If they know we're coming--" 

"Don't worry." Spartacus paced the room. "I won't breathe a word. I'm sick 
about this news. Really." 

Kyron's face was clenched into a red knot. He informed Erec harshly, "I'm 
coming with you guys." 


"You shouldn't, Kyron. But thanks." Erec looked around the room. "None of 
you should. It's walking into a pit of danger with no guarantee of getting out 
again, ever. You've fought enough awful things in your life, Kyron. You don't 
need to do this. Just settle down with your father, okay?" 

Jam nodded. "Young sir is right. The two of you should let us handle this." 

"Not possible." Kyron grasped the handle of a silver knife that hung from his 
leather belt. "Baskania has taken one thing from me after the next. Bethany is my 
friend, too. And after all you've done for us--well, I can't sit this one out." 

Erec understood. "Thanks, Kyron. Thanks to all of you. Bethany would be so 
happy to know that this many people have volunteered to free her." He choked a 
laugh. "Actually she'd hate it. She doesn't even want me to face that danger. Oh, 
well. I'd feel the same way, I guess." 

Artie had been staring at Erec as he talked, and he lifted up a shiny object 
dangling from a black ribbon around Erec's neck. "This 
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here thing is pretty. Bethany was pretty too. Not like youse. Youse is nice, but 
not as pretty." 

Erec was tempted to give the Doubler Charm pendant to Artie. He would 
probably appreciate it more than Erec did. Then again, Wandabelle had said that 
it might come in handy. Once he freed her--if he came back alive--it would be 
his gift to Artie. 

Spartacus led them outside to the mynaraptor coop. A loud chatter slammed to 
a halt the minute they walked inside. Erec thought that they looked very 
intelligent, for ducklike creatures. 

"Good job, guys!" Spartacus sounded like the coach of a kindergarten soccer 
team. "Right on the money! It's nice and quiet in here. Some of you have been 
listening really well. I can see there will be extra fish snacks tonight." 

That promise was met by a chorus of suppressed cheers and squawks. 

"Hey, you've all been great, and I'm so glad that you're staying here with me. 
Remember the day I told you that sometime someone may want to take one of 
you guys, for a pet?" 

Several sharp beaks dropped in horror, and others put wings over their faces. 
"No, it's not like that, guys. Nobody is taking you away forever. Okay? But 
one of you will get to go on a little adventure with my friends here. They need a 

smart bird who can teach them what to do with all of the strange creatures 
they're going to come across. And maybe fly them places if they need it. Is one 
of you up for an adventure?" 

One of the birds raised a wing. "And where would we be going?" 

Erec suddenly felt nervous. It had not occurred to him that the mynaraptor just 


might not want to go along with them. What creature in its right mind would 
want to go? But his father had said it 
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was important to bring a mynaraptor. Erec held his breath, shuddering as he 
heard Spartacus's answer. 

"Into Baskania's most highly guarded fortress in Jakarta, to rescue Erec's 
friend Bethany, who's a prisoner there." 

Erec was sure that each of their heads would disappear completely under their 
wings, or even their nests. But, to his surprise, the birds began to jump in their 
nests, wings up with glee. 

"Pick me! Pick me!" 

"I want to go! I need a good story to tell!" 

"No, me! Please! I'm the best there is at spilling all the details. Let me go!" 

All of the birds wanted to go, not for the adventure itself, but for the vast 
amounts of storytelling they would get to do when they returned. It would give 
them a good reason for the others to listen to them talk. 

The room grew noisy with chatter until Spartacus held up a hand. "Stop! I'm 
glad to see you are all willing to go. So I will choose the one of you that I think 
has earned it the most. Lalalalal, you were the first mynaraptor here, and you 
helped me train the rest to hold their tongues. You've been an exemplary model 
for the others. Would you like to take the trip with my friends?" 

One of the birds fluttered from its nest onto the floor near Spartacus. "I would 
be honored." It bowed. "In fact, I was just saying the other day that this place has 
taught me some things that I had never even known existed before. Sheshesh 
here had been cut on a rock down by the stream, just a little cut, mind you, no 
blood, but enough to bother her. I hate any cuts, or any kind of pain, for that 
matter, but this time I noticed that--" 

"Stop!" Spartacus held a hand up. The bird fell silent, but strutted proudly 
before the others. The others ignored him, either gazing up at the roof or 
completely turned so they were facing the wall. 
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Griffin cleared his throat. "Um, excuse me, cap'n?" 

"Yes, Griffin?" 

"May I please have the honor of carrying the bird on me shoulder?" He 
sounded both embarrassed and hopeful. "I once had a parrot... ." 

Lalalalal sprung onto Griffin's shoulder and gripped it with long, ostrichlike 
claws. 

Griffin petted its head as they walked out. "Good little birdie. I'll be takin’ care 
of ye now." 


Erec excused himself before they left for Jakarta. He had one more thing to 
do. It had been a while since he had used his dragon eyes to see into his future. 

Before, he had asked to see something happy in his future, and he saw Danny 
and Sammy being crowned king and queen. He did have some control over his 
visions. This time he wanted to ask a darker question. One that, in fact, might 
change everything. 

Tell me, he thought, what will happen in Jakarta? Show me who will leave 
there, who gets out and who won't make it. Please, let me see us as we're 
escaping. 

Erec closed his eyes. He pictured the small, dark room in his head. After a few 
breaths he relaxed, shedding the stress he was feeling. The utter peacefulness in 
the room took him over. It was all good. 

He knew where the next door was inside of the larger room he rested in. When 
he opened it, harmony and happiness filled him completely. This room was 
nearly pitch-black, and cozy. Two big windows in the front let in the slightest 
hint of light. These were his dragon eyes, he knew, his vision into his future. 
Show me who lives, who escapes from Baskania's fortress in Jakarta. 

The box on the table held all of the answers. The warmth emanating from it 
gave him the strength he needed to see what he most 
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dreaded. Would Bethany be with him? Or would she be alone, with some of 
his friends, and Erec left behind or dead? He would save her, either way. But if a 
single one of his friends was not going to escape safely, he would not let them 
come. 

When he touched the box, it pulsed with a reassuring beat that matched the 
beat of his own heart. He was ready now for whatever might lie ahead. The 
warm cord between the windows felt soft yet firm in his grasp as he pulled. The 
shades flew open. 

Terror washed through him. Run! Escape! They had to get out of there. Fast. 

It was hard to tell what was going on. So many people were running around 
him. 

Chaos. Baskania was there. 

Chaos. People running, shouting. 

Erec pulled the cord and closed the shades as the vision faded to black. This 
would not do. His dragon eyes were showing him only what he wanted to see. 
He needed to slow down and really concentrate. 

He put both hands on the warm box, willing it to give him the calmness inside 
to see what would really happen. Like a vacuum cleaner, it sucked his horror and 
fear out through his fingertips. 


It was okay. He would escape from Baskania, then, wouldn't he? Or he would 
not have had the vision of running away with all of those people around him. 
Now he just had to see who else was there with him. 
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Slow, he thought. Focus. Watch everything around you. 

He took a breath and pulled the cord again. 

He was in an eyeglass shop. People were pouring out of the secret door in the 
back of the shop and running out the front door into the streets of Jakarta. The 
Port-O-Door was not far away. All they had to do was get safely around the 
corner and they would probably make it alive. 

Bethany was a few feet in front of him. No, she was behind him. It was 
confusing. He was seeing her in different places, which didn't make sense. But 
the important thing was that she was escaping. Jam was there, and Griffin, 
Melody, Jack, and Kyron. They were all okay! He even spotted the mynaraptor 
clinging to Griffin's shoulder as he ran. 

But where was Wolfboy? Heartache filled him. He knew that Wolfboy had 
been left behind. 

Baskania was running, right behind Bethany! He was behind Erec, too. All 
over, somehow. How was he doing that? More people were everywhere, but it 
was hard to focus on those he wasn't looking for. 

He had to get away, get out the door. 

"There he is! There's Erec Rex. Get him!" A snakelike police officer wearing 
a tall stovepipe hat dove from behind the counter. 

Erec's breath caught. There was no doubt what he saw, plain as day, before 
his eyes. 
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The officer sprang, flying through the air until he hit Erec's stomach. He 
slithered, wrapping himself around Erec's legs until they both tumbled, rolling, 
onto the floor. 

Erec could see clearly, as if he was standing outside himself and watching the 
horrific events unfold. The officer opened his mouth wider than imaginable, long 
fangs poised over Erec's leg. Ina flash, the snakelike thing bit, its jaws sinking 
deep into Erec's flesh. 

Erec saw himself gasp and pass out. A few more police officers appeared, 
pulling Erec back through the hidden door. 

"We've got him now, no worries," one of them said. "He's helpless. This one'll 
never escape again." 

Erec had seen all that he needed. He pulled the cord and the shades closed 
over the windows. In a few moments he departed from the safety of the dark 


rooms and into what seemed like a harsh future. 

Wolfboy, obviously, was not going to come with them. Erec would not have 
his faithful friend left behind in Baskania's fortress. He tried not to think about 
his own fate. At least Bethany would escape. And so would all of his friends. 
Unless something unforeseen happened, they would all get out unscathed. 

As much as that relieved him, he was filled with fear. Going to Jakarta was 
like knowingly walking to the executioner's block. Bethany and his mother were 
right. How could he have expected to go that far into Baskania's territory and 
live? That had been ridiculous. No, he would be making an even trade. Him for 
her. 

He could feel his shoulders shivering, and he tried to block out 
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the terror he felt. Was there another way? Maybe if he didn't go along--if he 
let his friends go without him. He hesitated, hand on the doorknob, not ready to 
walk back into the room where everyone waited. Would they be able to read on 
his face that there would be big problems ahead? 

No. He had to go back, one more time, and look through the dragon eyes. 
Could he see what would happen if he didn't go along with everyone else to 
Jakarta? Aoquesth, his dear dragon friend who gave Erec both of his own eyes 
and saved his life, had been able to picture alternate futures in his head. Erec had 
to try.... 

I won't go along. I'll stay here with Spartacus. Jam, Jack, Melody, Kyron, and 
Griffin will go without me. Show me what will happen now. Show me their 
escape to freedom. 

He closed his eyes and entered the familiar dark room. He would stay back, be 
safe. The door inside led into the darker room with the windows. They waited to 
show the new future, he could tell. 

The box on the table was nearly buzzing with excitement. He rested a hand on 
it and felt a deep inner peace. Erec pulled the cord, and the shades flew up. 

It was dark, quiet, and damp inside the cellar. A strange smell was in the air. 

A bad feeling. Very bad. 

They were too late. Bethany was dead. 

Bodies piled near the wall. Jam, Griffin, Jack ... 
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Erec pulled the cord and shut the shades. He didn't want to see more. He 
already knew. 

If he did not go along, and trade his life for Bethany's, nobody else would 
return alive. 
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CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE 
Windows to the Soul 


OUNG SIR. Is something wrong?" 

Leave it to Jam to be the most perceptive . . . at least without Bethany there. 
She could read Erec like a book. 

"No. I mean, I'm just worried. But I looked into the future with my dragon 
eyes. We all will get out safely except Wolfboy. Spartacus, could he possibly 
stay here with you until we get back? I think he'd really love it here." 

303 

"Of course!" Spartacus clapped and called Wolfboy over. "This guy will fit 
right in, won't you? And I know what you like to eat, don't I?" 

Wolfboy jumped all over the friendly man, so much that he didn't notice when 
Jam took the dog food out of his backpack. 

Erec was embarrassed that he was asking so much from Spartacus. "Can I give 
you some money to feed him while we're gone?" 

Spartacus crossed his arms. "No way. He's my dog until you're back. I'll take 
care of him. No problem." 

"Thank you." Erec bit his lip. "And if anything . . . were to happen to me, 
could he stay on here with you?" 

"Of course! But you said you saw in the future that you'd all get back here 
okay." He raised an eyebrow. 

"I did! But . . . just in case, I mean." 

Jam looked sideways at Erec, but he didn't say anything. Luckily, nobody else 
seemed to notice Erec's black mood. So he forced a smile and said, "Let's go, 
guys! On to Jakarta. Hope Baskania's place isn't too hard to find!" 

Spartacus Kilroy led the group through his house, patting Lalalalal on its head. 
"Remember, don't speak unless you're spoken to." He held a hand out, inviting 
them into his Port-O-Door. "I was pretty lucky to get this door--they're really 
expensive. But I guess that's one good thing about being an ex-AdviSeer. I still 
have a few connections. I don't know much about Upper Earth, but I've heard of 
Jakarta. It's supposed to be beautiful. A bustling city, and lots to do there." 

Melody sighed. "Too bad we're not going for sightseeing." 

Griffin pulled one of his sabers out and waved it in the air. The mynaraptor on 
his shoulder edged away from the blade flying by. "Speak for yerself, ye wench. 
I'm going to see the best sights of all. Me enemies' heads rolling at me feets." 

"Watch out!" Melody lowered her eyebrows at Griffin. "You 
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nearly beheaded me . And don't call me wench, okay?" 

Humbled, Griffin bowed. "Yes, ma'am. Mighty sorry, I am. I won't be nearly 
beheading you anymore, or any of you others. Pardon my witless--" 

"That's enough!" Melody said, to shut him up. "Can we just find Jakarta and 
go?" 

Jam scanned the map of Upper Earth in the Port-O-Door and tapped 
Indonesia, in Southeast Asia, about halfway between India and Australia. When 
the map of Indonesia popped up, Jack pointed at Jakarta on the northwest coast 
of Java, one of the country's many islands. Erec was glad that Jack and Jam were 
focused enough to find the cities. He was too nervous to concentrate at all. 

This would have to change. He would need to focus if he was going to 
succeed. It was time to forget what his dragon eyes had shown him and move on. 
Who knew? Maybe they had been wrong. 

Everyone eagerly scanned the map of Jakarta. 

"Do we know where Baskania's fortress is?" Kyron asked. 

Erec tried to remember what his father had told him. "I think you have to go 
through an eye care shop to get into the secret passage... ." 

Everyone turned to stare at Erec. 

Melody raised her eyebrows. "So, we're supposed to just walk the streets of 
this huge city and look for eye care shops? How many do you think there are in 
Jakarta? Are we supposed to just ask in each one, 'Hey, is this the passageway 
into the Shadow Prince's top secret fortress?’ I'm sure we'll be guided right 
there." 

Griffin sighed and filed a fingernail on his saber. 

"That is one way you could get there," a voice rang from behind them. 

The Hermit stood with an arm around Kilroy, as if he had been there all along. 
Kilroy turned to him in shock. 
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"But I would not recommend it. Asking around would be a oneway ticket into 
the worst part of Baskania's lair. I suppose your best shot is just to ask someone 
here who knows where it is." He paused dramatically. "Where would that person 
be? I don't know. Silly, silly me. None of you have been there. Who should we 
try?" He scanned the ceiling, then down along the floor as if a person who knew 
the answer might pop up at any minute. 

"Do you know where it is?" Erec had a feeling that he did. 

"Me? Little old me?" The Hermit giggled. "Let me ask. 'Hermit? Do you 
know where Baskania's hidden fortress is in Jakarta?’ 'Why, yes! I do, Hermit!’ 
‘Oh, really! That is wonderful. It's so good to have a wise, practical man like 
yourself among us, no?’ 'Oh, you are too, too kind, Hermit. Truly a gentleman, 


you are.’ 'No, it is you who are too kind. And smart, as well.’ 'Why, thank you. 
Thank you for your sharp perception and unfailing wit."" He wagged his 
eyebrows at the incredulous crowd gaping at him. "You all need to lighten up! 
Think of all the fun in store for you. What is challenge without appreciation? 
What is risk without daring? It's like eating meatloaf without chocolate sauce on 
top!" 

Griffin responded with a loud "Yeah!" but the rest of the group was unmoved. 

"All right, all right. You want answers, so answers I'll give. Look in south 
Jakarta on the map. You'll see an area called Kemang. Nice spot. Ritzy enough 
for the Prince of the Shadows. You may enjoy it so much there you won't want to 
come back." He giggled. "Okay, you've zoomed the map in to Kemang. Now 
find Jalan Kemang Raya. Jalan means street. You see it? Look where it crosses 
Jalan Bangka. Lots of nice stores and cafés there. Pretty art galleries. Near there, 
on Jalan Bangka, is a little store called Windows to the Soul--One Stop Eye Care 
Shop." 

The name gave Erec a chill. Baskania was running an eye care 
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shop in a nice section of Jakarta? How many people were going in to buy 
glasses and coming out with a glass eye? 

"Ugh," Melody said, thinking the same thing. 

"Oh, my." Jam worried his thumbs together nervously. "It doesn't sound like a 
safe place to shop." 

The Hermit nodded. "Good thing you won't be buying. But be careful. You'll 
find an Identdetector around the front door. The clerk is supposed to check how 
important the store visitors are. Baskania would only want to take eyes from his 
most famous, wealthy, and powerful customers." 

"An Identdetector?" Jack's eyes were wide. "That will show our true identity-- 
and true appearance if we changed our looks. They'll know exactly who we are 
the minute we walk in. How will we sneak through into the fortress?" 

The Hermit clicked his tongue. "That is a problem, isn't it? I do hope you 
work something out. It would be a shame for you to get caught and thrown in a 
prison cell before you even find the glasses." 

"What glasses?" Kyron asked, confused. "It's an eye shop. Won't there be a lot 
of glasses there?" 

"That's the point, isn't it?" The Hermit nodded at him as if Kyron had 
discovered something. "Many, many glasses. That makes it easy to hide the 
special pair, the ones that will let you find the secret door hidden in the shop." 

"Hold on." Erec put his hands up. "One of the pairs of glasses will let us find 
the secret door? That sounds easy enough. If all of us try on glasses at the same 


time we can look through all of the ones in the store. One of us will find that pair 
and see the door soon enough, right?" 

"Wrong." The Hermit beamed at Erec as if he had heartily agreed. 

"Wrong? Why?" 
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"Ahh, do you think that Baskania would let people find his secret door so 
easily? That door is by invitation only." He wagged a finger at them. "You may 
only try on eyeglass frames one at a time. They are all behind the counter. The 
magic in the glasses that lets you see the door jumps from one pair to another. If 
you ask to see the frames that hold the power in them, it will move into another 
pair. Three times. So you have to pick the right four pairs of glasses in a row to 
get in. The clerk won't let you fish around--customers may try only four pairs on 
in this boutique. Of course, Baskania's special guests are told before they come 
which four pairs of glasses to ask for. The pattern changes every day. Not even 
the clerk knows which they are. Or where the door is--that changes too." 

Griffin gnashed his teeth. "What if I just slash the place to smithereens? That 
invisible door will turn up soon enough then." 

The Hermit crossed his arms and closed his eyes. "What will turn up then will 
be your head on a platter at Baskania's table. You would never find the door, but 
they would surely find you that way." 

Melody grimaced at the thought. "But the clerk would have to know which 
pair the right glasses were, at least after someone else used them to find the 
passageway." 

"No, no, no. Silly Melody Avery. Silly, silly girl. Silly head, full of fluff and 
music. After the right glasses are on, a customer can walk into the passage. But 
once the door shuts, the magic moves into a different pair of glasses, somewhere 
else, hidden again. So if the clerk doesn't follow you into the passageway, he 
won't be able to find it later." 

"What if the clerk looks at the Identdetector after we go and sees that Erec 
Rex went through?" Kyron said. 

The Hermit shrugged. "Maybe he will think you were asked to come. 
Bothering Baskania is not a mission he will do lightly, if he likes staying alive. 
But there are laws about reporting Erec Rex, too. 
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I suppose he would have to do that. It will be a hard choice for him--afraid to 
bother Baskania and afraid to not report Erec Rex." 

Great, Erec thought. He'd be walking from a frying pan into an inferno--if he 
was lucky enough to figure out how to do it. "This seems impossible. I'm sure 
the store has tons of glasses. How am I supposed to ask for the right four pairs in 


a row? Baskania knew what he was doing--it's foolproof." 

"Foolproof, yes," the Hermit agreed. "So do not attempt to go if you are a 
fool." One of his eyebrows shot high up on his bald head. "But, the real question 
is, is it dragon-proof?" 

"Dragons!" Jack exclaimed. "We need to bring a dragon with us, right?" 

Erec shook his head. Dragons were not allowed in Upper Earth. But that didn't 
bother him. He knew exactly what the Hermit was saying. 

Jam set the Port-O-Door to wait for their return and wrote down Spartacus's 
code. It was hard finding a spot to put the door in the busy city. When they had 
zoomed the map in to Jalan Kemang Raya and Jalan Bangka, they discovered 
restaurants, nightclubs, art shops, and a few hotels, but everything was in clear 
view of people walking by. They finally agreed to put the Port-O-Door into the 
side of a luxury high-rise apartment condo farther down Jalan Kemang Raya, 
hoping it would look like a locked side entrance. 

The time in Jakarta was only a few hours later than Alypium, so it was just 
after lunchtime, and the city was bustling. People walked into shops, and street 
vendors hawked their wares. The smell of their food carts was delicious. Erec, 
Jack, and Griffin eyed the bowls of meatball soup that one of the vendors was 
dishing up, and Melody was drawn to a dish called gado gado, which looked like 
peanut sauce on a Salad with potatoes, eggs, and onions. Jam 
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motioned them away, warning them about catching germs from street food. 

"I know!" Melody spun around to face Erec. "Get your Serving Tray out. We'll 
stand around and block it so nobody sees, and you can ask it to give us the same 
things we see here, without the risk." 

Erec produced lunches for everyone from the tray. Griffin approached eight 
different vendors to learn the names of what they sold, and he proceeded to put 
away more food than Erec had ever seen anyone eat, feeding some of it to 
Lalalalal, who liked most of the same things that Griffin did. 

After they all agreed Indonesian food was delicious, they bubbled with 
excitement about their journey, but Erec's heart sunk. His only real hope was to 
keep his Serving Tray in whatever dungeon he ended up in. But what were the 
odds of that? Chances were he wouldn't end up in a dungeon at all after he was 
captured, like he saw in his vision. He'd be long gone. No, he should give the 
tray to someone else so it wouldn't go to waste. 

Erec held out the Serving Tray. "Here, Jam. Why don't you hang onto this? I'm 
tired of carrying it. Okay?" 

Jam put it into his own backpack, but eyed Erec suspiciously. "Young sir, are 
you sure you're feeling all right?" 


Erec nodded. He tried to concentrate on the sights and sounds of Jakarta to 
distract himself from his awful fate. People stared at them as they walked by. 
Erec supposed three adults--dressed like a butler, a pirate with a bizarre duck on 
his shoulder, and a leather-clad wilderness hunter--might attract attention 
anywhere. 

"This place is great." Melody looked around admiringly. 

Griffin sighed and rubbed his stomach. "Aye, me lady. 'Tis a fine sight for sore 
eyes used to the Nightmare Realm." 

Nightmare Realm! Erec stopped in his tracks. What would happen to 
Wandabelle when he was gone? Once he was caught by the 310snakelike officer 
and delivered to his enemy, who would save the Clown Fairy? He sighed and 
started walking again. 

"You okay?" Jack asked, concerned. 

"Yeah." Erec forced a smile. "Just thought I forgot something, but I didn't." 

Jack shrugged and walked on, but Jam tapped his shoulder and whispered, 
"Young sir, I think I know what is going on. You spotted a problem when you 
looked into the future, didn't you? You've been acting funny ever since. I think 
you should stay out here and wait for us to bring Bethany back. Would you do 
that? Please, sir." 

"No, Jam. Thanks . . . but that won't help anyway." Jam's face dropped. "Hey, 
Jam. It'll be okay. Really. I'm just a little nervous, that's all." 

The butler let the point go. "Yes, sir. Or, I should say, sire. One of these days 
you'll be a great king, you know." 

"Thanks, Jam." Erec did not have the heart to tell Jam that one of these days, 
very soon, he would be gone forever. 

When they turned the corner on Jalan Bangka, Erec spotted a small sign in a 
neatly manicured lawn that read WINDOWS TO THE SOUL--ONE STOP EYE 
CARE SHOP. The small building was so quaint and pleasant he couldn't believe 
it was a portal to a terrifying fortress. 

Kyron felt the same way. "Could this be it? It looks too..." 

"Nice?" Melody said. "This shop is so sweet. Look at the flowers on the 
windowsills and the painted shutters." 

"What I don't understand," Jack said, "is that there is no room for a fortress on 
this street at all. Do you think it all could be underground?" 

"Hey, guys." Erec kept his voice hushed. "Don't forget there's an Identdetector 
on the door. We need to keep the clerk from seeing who I am, okay? Say my 
name is..." 
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"Rick Ross." Jack nodded. "The name worked well before. Might as well use 


it again." 

"Good idea. And also, should we say we're with a traveling circus? I mean, if 
someone asks. The way we look might make people wonder." 

Jam approved. "Good thinking, young sir." 

They slowly filed into the shop. Erec checked the door frame as he walked in. 
A tube ran along the wall surrounding the door, glowing like a faint blue neon 
light. A small line extended from its side toward what looked like a fax machine. 
Paper spat onto the back counter each time someone walked through. 

Without question, Erec's name was in the stack of papers. If the clerk saw it 
now, he would never have a chance to try on the glasses and find the hidden 
door. It would all be a matter of timing. 

Which made him think. He could change the future, couldn't he? Maybe he 
could distract the clerk so that he would never find out who he was. If the clerk 
didn't know, then he wouldn't call for that awful police-snake thing, and on the 
way out Erec would never get bitten. 

He stood straighter. What a great idea! He just had to be clever. This clerk 
wasn't expecting him to show up here. If he played his cards right, then he just 
might save his own life. 

Looking around the shop was like déja vu. The place was exactly as Erec had 
seen in his vision--except without people running all over. This was it. This was 
where he would either live or die. 

Rows of eyeglasses lined the shelves behind the counter. The shop was 
decorated with framed needlepoint sayings. "Seeing is believing" and "Sleep 
with one eye open" were strange enough, but "See yourself through someone 
else's eyes" and "Go ahead, cry your eyes out" gave Erec the chills. 

"May I help you?" The clerk--a man of average height, medium 
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brown hair, middling body size, and standard features--could have blended 
into any crowd. Even alone behind the counter he seemed to fade behind his own 
glasses into the rows of eyeglass frames behind him. The man glanced toward 
the stack of papers near the door. 

In a quick move to distract him, Erec blurted, "Hey! We're all here, visiting in 
Jakarta. You having a good day here? Seems awful nice outside." 

The clerk looked at him quizzically, and his friends stared as if he'd gone 
crazy. Erec didn't care. If only he could grab those papers away, he just might 
survive. If Jam had a match, maybe he could burn them. 

The clerk smiled patiently. "Are you in need of a checkup? We highly 
recommend it here. You never know what eye disease you might be carrying." 

Kyron pointed in shock at a display case full of eyes, made of glass, all 


peering out at him. "What are these for?" 

"Those are top of the line. Nowadays so many people come down with eye 
problems that can only be solved by replacements. You would be surprised. Take 
a look around while I catch up on my paperwork." He moved down the counter 
toward the stack. 

"No! I mean, please. I'm ready to try on frames now. Can you show me 
some?" 

"Well." The clerk frowned as if he were deciding. "I usually like to do the 
exam first. It's quite important, you see. That will help me decide which frames 
would work best for you." He jiggled the glasses on his face and squinted at 
Erec. "You look familiar, young man. Have I seen you in here before?" 

"N-no. I just have one of those faces." Erec forced a laugh. "People say that to 
me all the time. Look! " he shouted as the clerk took another step toward the 
stack of papers. "I really just came in here to try frames on. My eyes are perfect. 
I just had them checked." 
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"Yes, but where?" The clerk held a finger aloft. "Other eye centers don't have 
our expertise, our equipment. You wouldn't want to be walking around with 
harmful glasses, would you?" He took another step toward the papers. 

"Okay--okay! Wait! I'll tell you what. If you let me try on frames first, then 
we'll all get eye exams. We won't let you do it any other way. That's it." 

The clerk was very surprised. "You'll all get exams? They are free, of course." 

Erec's friends didn't know what he was doing, but they all nodded. 

"I better not lose an eye in this deal," Melody murmured in Erec's ear. 

The clerk walked back and crossed his arms. "Well, son? Which would you 
like to see first?" 

"Hmm. Jam? What do you think?" He waved for Jam to come closer, then 
whispered to him, "See if you can steal those papers. Light fire to them. 
Anything. Just get rid of them." He nodded at the stack by the door. 

Jam strolled toward that part of the room while Erec looked at the frames. 
"Let me see .. ." He closed his eyes and brought his dragon eyes forward. The 
Hermit had suggested that finding the hidden passage was foolproof, but not 
dragon-proof. He better be right, Erec thought. 

He squinted to hide his glowing green dragon eyes and put a hand over them 
like a visor, then he surveyed all of the frames again. The whole room appeared 
green. Lacy white netting, the Substance that carried all the world's magic, hung 
in the air. The eyeglass frames all looked dull and uniform. Nothing stood out. 

Erec began to panic. What if this method didn't work? They would never get 
into the fortress. But then he saw a glimmer in the 
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last pair of glasses in the bottom row on the right. It wasn't really a full 
sparkle, more like a hint of a thought of a sparkle. 

"That one." He bent down. "The last pair on the right." He closed his eyes and 
let his normal blue eyes return. 

"This?" The clerk laughed, picking up a pair of bright red, elongated women's 
cat eye frames. "You really want to see these?" 

Erec shrugged, tried them on--to the great amusement of his friends--and 
handed them back. 

The clerk was annoyed. "If you're all in here for a joke, you can just go now. I 
have serious work to do." 

"No, I'm sorry. It's just--I'm looking for special frames, if you know what I 
mean." 

The clerk raised an eyebrow. "Special frames, then? Well . . . all right." He 
frowned, searching Erec's face. "What is your name? You look very familiar." 

"It's Rick. Rick Ross." 

Erec closed his eyes, brought his dragon eyes forward again, and squinted to 
hide them. "Those. Up on top now. Top row, third from the left." 

The clerk handed him a pair of nondescript metal frames. Erec put them on, 
then took them off without even looking at himself in the mirror. "No. You can 
put these back." 

Jam came as close as he could to the papers, but they were lying on the back 
counter, out of his reach. Something long and gray stretched out of his sleeve, 
slowly making its way to the counter where the papers sat. Please, Erec thought, 
please get the papers. Save my life, Jam! 

The clerk began to look where Erec was staring, so Erec jumped and shouted 
to catch his attention. "Look at me! I'm going to get glasses, everyone! Yeah!" 

Now everyone was sure Erec had gone off the deep end. 

"Wait." The clerk snapped his fingers. "I know where I've seen 
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you. It was on a notice, somewhere. I'm sure. Did you win an award through 
The Corporation?" 

"No, that was probably one of my look-alikes." 

Erec shut his eyes and twisted them back until his dragon eyes were forward 
again. A pair of thin wire-rim granny glasses had the sparkle now. "Those, 
please. Right in the middle. Next to that pair. The tiny ones." 

The clerk handed the glasses to Erec with growing interest. "Are you here for 
a reason, boy? I guess I'll know soon enough. Hmm. You do look very familiar." 

Jam was stamping on something by the door. With a glance Erec saw a flash 


of light snuffed out under his feet, and a pile of ash. The papers were gone. 

Jam had done it! Now the clerk would not know who he was, and he would 
not call for that terrible snake thing to come bite him when he left, capturing him 
forever! 

He was free! 

Erec shot a huge grin at Jam, who nodded back. A huge weight melted off 
Erec's shoulders. He felt like he could stand straight for the first time since he 
had seen into his future. 

He swiveled his eyes again and found the final sparkling pair of glasses. "That 
one." He could hear the confidence in his own voice. "The brown-and-black 
plastic ones near the end." 

"Horn-rimmed tortoise shell? I wouldn't have picked it for you." The clerk 
handed the frames to him, stroking his chin in thought. "Where have I seen 
you?" He looked at the back counter and became alarmed. "Where did my 
papers go?" Confused, the clerk strode to the back desk. "They were right here. I 
saw them. Did you take them?" He asked Jam accusingly. 

Erec slipped the glasses on. He felt a funny tingle on his face. The room grew 
dark before his eyes, as if a rain cloud had drifted 
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into the shop and plopped down to stay. He could not even see his friends 
through the gray mist. 

He could not see, but he could hear quite well. The clerk was shouting, "Who 
took my papers? You're all going to have to walk in and out of here again. What 
are you, a bunch of crooks?" 

Something bright, almost blinding, glowed when Erec turned around. A door. 
That was it, he was sure. 

"That's it!" the clerk shouted. "You are crooks! That's where I've seen you. I 
knew it! You're Erec Rex, aren't you? Look, I have a notice right under the 
counter here, with your picture on it. This is you, all right. I'm calling the police 
right now, you hear me? That's the law around here. You're highly wanted, you 
... Villain!" 

Erec stumbled toward the glowing doorway, tripping over unknown objects on 
his way. 

"Don't think you can get away from me. I'll have the cops here in no time. You 
won't get far." 

Erec's hand grasped an icy knob and he twisted, yanked. 

A freezing black wind blew through the doorway and into the shop, throwing 
him back. He perched the glasses up on his head, and the room came back into 
view. A door, made out of a thin part of the back wall, led into a dark hallway. 


"Let's go!" He waved for everyone to go inside. 

"Wait! Um...uh... were you invited here?" the clerk asked, confused. 
Erec's friends poured through the doorway, ignoring him. "Well, you must have 
been told to come, or you would never have known which glasses to pick. But 
I'll be watching for you. This is the only way back out, unless Baskania sends 
you somewhere himself. I'll have police ready, you hear me! I'm not going to let 
Erec Rex past me, you hear?" 

The door slammed shut behind Erec, who was the last to go through, 
drowning out the clerk's threats. 
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CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR 
Lalalalal's Flight 


REC WAS GLAD that the hallway was long and dark, so nobody could see 
his face. He was sure it was twisted in fear, and he could feel his chin trembling. 

So, that was it, then. He would die, after all. He had been so sure that Jam had 
fixed things, that he had been clever enough to change his fate. But the clerk was 
calling the snakelike police officer this very moment, probably. He would be 
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there, waiting, just as Erec had seen in his vision. Erec couldn't escape his fate 
now. 

The image of what he had seen popped into his head again. Everyone was 
running around in chaos. He couldn't avoid one particular spot, or try to be 
somewhere different to stay away from that snake thing. It seemed to fly through 
the air right toward him. 

"Young sir?" Jam was walking next to him. "You seem upset again." 

Erec shrugged, keeping his face turned away. 

"That was the problem, wasn't it?" Jam asked. "A police officer will be 
waiting for you on the way out, won't he?" 

Erec gurgled, "Mmm-hmm." A huge lump filled his throat, making it hard to 
speak. 

Jam's hand patted his back. "Young sir, I will stand between you and any 
police officer in that room." 

"No!" Erec found his voice. "It--he will get me either way. You need to stay 
away. Because... Jam?" 

"Yes, sire?" Jam whispered. 

"I need you and Griffin to go back to the Nightmare Realm and rescue 
Wandabelle for me. Would you do that?" 


"Aye, aye, cap'n! At yer service." Griffin's voice boomed in the narrow 
hallway. Erec suddenly realized that the whole group had been listening to 
everything he had said. 

"I don't understand," Jack said. "You're going to get caught on the way back? 
You saw that--and you're still coming with us?" 

"I have to," he said simply. "It's the only way to save her. It wouldn't work if 
you went without me. I checked." 

They walked a ways in silence, thinking about the sacrifice Erec was making. 

"What if you waited here?" Melody asked. "Maybe that would work." 
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"No." Kyron patted Erec on the back. "It's too late, Melody. He might as well 
help us for this part. That's not the problem. It's when he goes back out again. 
But I'll fight for you, Erec. I battled a manticore every night for most of my life. 
Nobody else could do that and survive. I can fight a police officer. No problem." 

That seemed to make everyone else feel better, so Erec didn't say anything 
more to upset them. Unfortunately, he had seen what would happen with his own 
eyes. The room would be far too crowded and confused for Kyron to stop the 
snake thing before it bit him. Then it would all be too late. 

Light appeared at the end of the long hallway. They filed ahead, then came 
upon a narrow beach. Somehow they were outside now. They had entered a 
different world, far from the little shop in Jakarta. The sun was setting over the 
water, its light dancing on the ripples of the waves. 

"Look!" Melody pointed over the water. A gigantic castle stretched across an 
entire island. Sharp black spires raked the sky like angry spikes, and lonely 
turrets spun into the air--perfect places for lost princesses and bearded prisoners. 

"It looks like it's moving," Jack said. 

In fact, it did. Tall gates encircled the castle, and they were swarming, it 
seemed. As Erec's eyes adjusted, he could see that it wasn't the gates themselves 
that were moving, but huge creatures in front of them. 

"It's the guards," Jam whispered. "Ferocious beasts. All the worst types." 

Kyron pulled his sword out and Griffin swung several sabers around. 

"How do we even get there?" Jack asked, his voice filled with dread. 
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"Swim, I guess?" Kyron tested the water with his foot. Earsplitting screams 
filled the air and the ground shook. The water filled with small ball-like waves 
that raced toward them, all aimed at Kyron's foot. He yanked it out of the water 
just before a slew of skeleton fish with long, sharp teeth jumped into the air, 
snapping their jaws with frightening clicks. The fish fell back in the water, 
springing up again and again, but were unable to climb onto land. 


Kyron panted, backing away from the shore. "What were those things?" 

"Phantom barracudas," Griffin growled. "I haven't seen 'em since the old, old 
days, before I was a prisoner of the Nightmare King. They're only found in the 
dead of night, in the deepest parts of the blue sea. They rise over the graves of 
the pirate ships of old, which have sunk into the deep for all eternity. Nasty 
varmin, they are. Eat yer flesh right off yer bones, and chew through yer skeleton 
fer dessert." 

"I guess swimming is out," Kyron said. "Any other . . . uh, ideas? We must be 
able to cross, if Baskania invites people in this way." 

"Unless he picks them up personally," Erec said. "Maybe it's another way to 
keep people out." 

"Hard to think he'd spend his precious time transporting people around," 
Kyron answered. "I don't think of him as a gracious host." 

"Look at that thing over there." Melody pointed at a tall stand that jutted high 
into the air on the other shore. "Is thata.. ." 

"It's a bridge!" Kyron said. "They must lower it when they're expecting 
someone. I bet it grows longer to stretch out this far. Little good it's going to do 
us from over here." 

The mynaraptor on Griffin's shoulder was making a funny, muted squeal. Erec 
realized that it badly wanted to speak and was holding its tongue by their orders. 

"Yes, Lalalalal? You want to say something?" 

"Aaaaah." Lalalalal sighed in relief. "This reminds me of the time 
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when I was in my nest at home, and I was talking to Huhuhuhuhuhu about the 
terrible weather we'd been having. She was so caught up in the details of the last 
storm that I couldn't get a word in edgewise! Can you imagine! It was dreadful 
having to sit there, waiting and waiting. Of course I had to say a few things when 
she was going on or I would have gone insane. I'll never forget that storm, by the 
way. It was a bit unusual, and I notice this type of thing about the weather, 
believe me. There was a certain pink-and-orange haze to the clouds as they 
darkened, and it made me wonder how--" 

"Enough! Stop it!" Erec patted the bird's head. "Please, Lala-- just tell us what 
you need to about this place." 

Lalalalal looked annoyed. "You did bring me along for a reason, right?" 

"Of course. To tell us about the creatures we run into. Quickly and quietly, 
right?" 

"And... ?" 

Erec was stumped. But Melody shouted, "To fly us places! Lala can grow big 
and fly us over the water, right?" 


The bird nodded. 

"Perfect," Erec said. "Now we just need to come up with a plan." 

Devising a plan to avoid the hordes of nasty creatures awaiting them was 
much harder than they thought. They did not know who and what guarded the 
fortress. They decided to cross the water when it was dark, to avoid attention. 
Jack suggested going first, as it was his gift to understand animals. "I'll spy on 
them a while and let you know what they're up to." 

Lalalalal was making loud choking noises, and the bird's eyes looked about to 
pop out of its head. 

"Um, cap'n?" Griffin said. "Methinks the bird may have something to say." 

"Yes, Lala?" Erec said. "Do you have an idea?" 
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The bird sighed with relief, stretching one claw, then another into the air from 
Griffin's shoulder. "Yes." It spoke slowly, with concentration, to keep on track. 
"Why don't I fly over first? With my small size nobody should notice me. I'll dip 
down to scout out the creatures, then find a good place to land when I bring all 
of you. Best we travel as quickly as possible." 

Everyone agreed that was a good idea. Lalalalal sprang from Griffin's 
shoulder. The bird's broad wings became a blur as it rose into the evening sky. 
Soon it had flown out of sight. 

After several rounds of passing the Serving Tray, after which Griffin took a 
short nap, Lalalalal returned. The mynaraptor settled onto Griffin's shoulder 
contentedly, looking at each of the travelers in anticipation. 

The bird conspicuously waited to be asked what it saw, cocking its head to 
point out how its orders to stay quiet were ridiculous. Then it settled into a 
comfortable squat, leaned against Griffin's head, and fluffed its feathers. 

"Aaaah, let's see," it said. "So much to tell. So much to talk about." It was very 
pleased, finally having the audience it had always dreamed of. "You know, I 
always say that creatures, birds especially, are only as good as the stories they 
have to tell, the things they have seen. My life has been interesting, mind you. I 
have had many experiences that would likely blow the wind out of your sail. 
Now, maybe my friend Griffin, here, could rival me a bit. But let me tell you 
something. Life is an adventure. Lived right, it will be a source of endless 
delights--" 

Lalalalal paused, gazing in delight at the rapt attention that was paid to it. "I 
was born a very small bird, and penniless. My parents were quite wealthy, but 
frankly I was too small to hold even a farthing of it in my own claws. I spent 
quite a while that way, you see, which makes me rather understanding to the 
situation of the poorer 
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birds I come across. Which reminds me of the time I met a beggar in a 
pumpkin field in Otherness. It was a human beggar, not a bird, which made the 
situation even worse I thought--" 

"Stop!" Erec held a hand up. Lalalalal's beak snapped shut, and it lifted its jaw 
in protest. "Lala, can you please just tell us what you saw across the water?" 

The bird sulked a minute, then said, "Am I allowed more than three words to 
answer?" 

"Yes, of course. If you could just talk about what's waiting for us at the 
fortress, we'd appreciate it." 

Lalalalal picked a loose feather out of its wing with its beak, then assumed an 
important air. "Well, all right. I'll skip ahead then, past the years of my 
childhood, on through my encounters with all types of sorcerers and fools, and 
even gloss over the great wisdom imparted upon my during my teachings by the 
great--" 

"Lala!" Melody exclaimed. "Get to the point!" 

Lalalalal must have decided that Melody was not to be messed with. It sighed. 
"Okay. First I flew around the castle. Nasty-looking creation, it is. The water 
goes completely around it, like a huge moat surrounding the island. Would be 
impossible to reach without flying. I'm sure those phantom piranhas would chew 
through a boat in seconds. 

"After circling a few times, I perched in different spots to get a good look. The 
only entrance that I could find is right in front, facing us here. I guess that's not 
surprising, given Baskania would want to keep it hard to get inside or out again. 
The entire perimeter of the castle is surrounded by a horrid assortment of 
creatures, both living and dead. Really there were no deserted spots at all, 
although most of the nasty things were toward the front, around the door." 

Melody's voice trembled. "What do you mean--living and dead ?" 

"Now, now," the mynaraptor said crossly. "Make up your mind. 
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Do you want me to tell you what I saw, in a logical order? Or do you want me 
to relate things my way, and make a good story of it? Because that would be a lot 
better, you know. It reminds me of what my old Uncle Jamesjamesjames once 
said. It takes more patience to whittle a flute from a stick than to use it as a bat. 
Which is rather a funny saying for mynaraptors, as we can't quite whittle sticks, 
now, can we? Or play flutes. But the idea is--" 

"Stop!" Erec was trying to be patient. "Okay, if you could please continue, as 
you were before, and tell us everything you saw. I think you just started to talk 
about the island full of awful creatures over there. Was there any place that 


seemed safe for us to land?" 

"Ahem!" The bird took a deep breath. "The largest part of the sickening crowd 
of evil beings on the island were in front, guarding the only entrance. But a good 
number wandered around the castle, some singly but mostly in groups. There 
were no windows on the lower floors either, likely to keep anyone from breaking 
inside, or moreso, escaping. The walls were made of a thick stone. From the 
windows higher up I could see that the stone was more than a foot deep. The 
sloped roofs were also made of stone. It was hard to place the type. The look was 
similar to slate, but it was colder and slippery. 

"As far as the guards and creatures on the lookout there . . ." Lalalalal paused, 
enjoying everyone's baited breath. "Not a happy story, I'm afraid." 

Erec noticed that the mynaraptor seemed quite happy. Was it really fearless, or 
were the creatures they would face be worth all the stories it could then tell 
about them later? It probably wouldn't face the kind of danger they would, 
anyway, as it could simply fly away at any time. 

Lalalalal fluffed itself and shuffled a bit, flexing its horned legs. "Ah, yes. The 
creatures. An ugly lot, they are. Many different types, too. Looks like Baskania 
is a big fan of the undead when it comes to guarding his place. Not a dumb 
move, actually. Can't quite kill 
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'em. Lots of Vetalas down there. Don't want to get mixed up with that sort. I 
spotted zombies, too, but it looks like the Vetalas are in charge of 'em. There are 
specters flying all over the place. I didn't see those at first, you know, they're 
kind of see-through, like white winds. And there were some spirit warriors, too. 
Saw one shadow demon--probably more down there, though. You know what 
they say, when you got one shadow demon you've got a hundred. 

"On top of that, hoards of minotaurs were running around wild, and some 
manticores, werewolves, and wenwolves." He chuckled. "I even spied a few 
lions and tigers roaming through, but they looked more creeped-out by the other 
things than truly ferocious, if you ask me. They kind of kept to themselves." 

Erec's spirits plummeted, and the rest of the group looked as defeated as he 
did. The only creatures that didn't worry him were the shadow demons. He had 
faced one before and learned a big lesson from it. They got into peoples' minds 
and twisted their thinking, and if you started to believe them they would devour 
you. Walking through them would make them disappear. And maybe Kyron 
could defend them from a manticore, or a lion. But a tribe of lions? And what 
about all of those other undead things? 

Lalalalal yawned, holding a feather over his sharp beak. "Oh, let's see, what 
else... ? The plant life wasn't too spectacular. There were some scrawny trees, 


not much else. Not that I saw any plant-eaters. No, those were all vicious meat- 
eaters. At least the ones that ate at all--" 

"That's enough!" Melody shouted. "I think we get the idea. Erec, are you sure 
the Fates said we could rescue Bethany? Cuz it's not sounding too good." 

He nodded, overwhelmed. 

"What are minotaurs and manticores?" she asked, voice shaky. 

Kyron whispered, "My father and I had a manticore chasing 
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us every night of our lives. They are relatives of the sphinx. Look like lions, 
only a lot bigger. They have huge mouths with long, sharp teeth, and their face 
looks kinda human. Their tails are spiny and spiked, and they use them like a 
club. But I can handle them . . . don't worry." Kyron's voice didn't sound as sure 
as his boast. 

Plus, Erec wondered how many manticores Kyron could handle at once. He 
took a breath, tried to get a grip. "Do you remember the MONSTER race? There 
was a fake minotaur in it, and a real one showed up later in the party. They have 
the head and body of a bull, and their lower half is like a human giant. Minotaurs 
are nasty, but I took that one out--luckily I got a cloudy thought that told me to 
stab it in the eye with a glass shard. Sounds awful, but it was the only way... ." 
He shuddered at the memory. Was Baskania's fortress really filled with evil 
spirits like this? They would be crazy to walk into this place. "I know what. 
Maybe we could break a window up high to get inside." 

Lalalalal shook his head. "Nope. I flew into a few to check that out for you-- 
you can thank me for that one. Not pleasant, I'll let you know--and did that 
‘dumb bird flying into a window' bit. You'd be surprised how many times that's 
not a mistake. Birds like to see if they can get in and nip a few valuables. But 
those windows are extra strong. Magic strong. You'll never break in or out that 
way." 

There went their only chance, Erec thought. Should they just land and see 
what would happen for Bethany's sake? "Hey, guys. This is way too risky. I'm 
going to go alone. You can all wait here for me. Sound okay?" 

"Not a chance, cap'n," Griffin growled. "I'm at yer side the whole way. Made a 
promise to yer mother, I did. So don't ask again." 

Backing him up, Kyron held out his sword. "We're in this together. I'm not 
afraid of the creatures there--at least not the ones I've heard of." 
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Jam's voice was more faint. "As always, I'm sticking with you, young sir. But 
I think we should look at this logically. There are certain . . . enemies that may 
not be a problem for you, Erec. The ghosts, for example. Ghosts cannot harm 


you, isn't that correct? And your Amulet of Virtues should shield you as well." 

"True." Erec had found out that ghosts could not hurt him. They could not 
even touch him. This had something to do with his lineage, his mother had said. 
"But how many of those undead things are ghosts?" 

"The specters and spirit warriors are ghosts," Jam said. "Spirit warriors are 
more of the plain variety, they come from humans who have passed on. They 
would probably be people that Baskania had killed in the past, and now he's 
keeping them on as part of his army. Specters are a nastier sort. Pure evil, and 
vicious, I'm afraid. Like a spirit gone wrong. But the shadow demons are not 
ghosts. I don't know about the Vetalas and zombies. . . ." 

Lalalalal was clearing its throat loudly. 

"Yes, Lala?" 

It sighed. "They're not ghosts, either of 'em. A zombie is a dead body that has 
been activated back into life. Those things have no soul, and they're not the 
brightest either. That's why the Vetalas tell them what to do. Vetalas occupy the 
bodies of the dead, but they're something else altogether." 

"Wait a minute!" Erec rooted through his backpack and found the clump of 
wolfsbane he had brought with him. "This will protect us from the wenwolves. 
My dog, Wolfboy, is a wenwolf--he turns into a huge wolf when there is a full 
moon. And it should keep the werewolves away too." Seeing the others look 
more hopeful, he went on. "The shadow demons can't hurt us if we walk right 
through them. Believe me, it's not as easy as it sounds. But I know I can do that. 
Once you all see me, you'll be past its control. Kyron and Griffin 
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could probably handle the manticores, lions, tigers, and minotaurs. And the 
specters and spirit warriors can't bother me--but might hurt you all. What does 
that leave?" 

"The Vetalas and the zombies." Jack sounded excited. "That's it." 

"Doesn't sound quite as bad now," Melody agreed. 

"Lalalalal?" Jam said. "Do you know any way to get past Vetalas or zombies?" 

"Of course I do. But I'm afraid it won't be easy. You see, laughter will stop the 
Vetalas in their tracks. If you're truly fearless, and laugh at them, they will shy 
away from you. But it has to be true laughter, not forced. If you're not really 
laughing from the heart, the thing will close in for the kill." 

"That's it?" Jack grinned. "No problem at all! Now that I know I only have to 
laugh, it'll be easy for me." 

"No, it won't,” Erec said. "Lala's right. I thought it would be a cinch to walk 
right through the shadow demon, because I knew in advance about it. Those 
things control your mind. If you have to be completely fearless to laugh, then 


none of us will be able to. They'll scare us to death, and our laughs won't be real 
enough, and we'll die." 

Kyron shrugged. "At least we can try, right? I guess if even one of us can do 
it, that might throw them off." 

"What about the zombies?" Erec asked. "What will stop them?" 

"Oh, nothing," Lalalalal said. "Once they get going they just follow directions 
until they've done what they're told. They'll never quit trying." 

"So," Jack said thoughtfully, "if one of us was able to laugh before the Vetalas 
told the zombies to kill us, we might survive? That is, if the specters and spirit 
warriors don't get us?" 

The thought sounded so ridiculous that Erec almost laughed right then. 

329 

"Good thing you brought that wolfsbane," Jack said. "What other things did 
you take with you?" 

Erec dug through his backpack. "Here's the wolfsbane." He pulled it out. "And 
this"--he grabbed a vial--"is the most important thing. Dragon's blood, to free 
Bethany from the Draw spell she's under." 

Everyone stared at the vial in shock. Erec knew it sounded disgusting, but 
after all they had just heard he was surprised at their reaction to the vial. 

Until he looked at his hand. It was empty. 

He gasped. Now what would they do? This was the only way to rescue her! 
Where did the blood go? The outside of the vial looked clean enough. 

Then he saw a label on the side of the vial. It read laughter. 

"What?" His jaw dropped. He had completely forgotten. This was the vial of 
laughter he grabbed from Hecate Jekyll's storeroom. He dropped it into his lap 
and rooted through his backpack. "Here it is!" The vial of dragon blood was still 
full. 

"You scared me, Erec," Melody said. 

"Tell me about it. That's about all I brought, except this MagicLight, a little 
money, and this . . ." He took out a glass jar. "Nitrowisherine! This is an 
explosive, but when you set it off it grants you a wish. Well, it works most of the 
time, anyway. I already tried wishing to rescue Bethany and it didn't work. So 
this may help or not." 

Jam pulled more items out of his backpack than Erec could believe fit into it, 
including snacks, remedies, tools, and things he couldn't identify. "I'm not sure if 
any of this will be of use. But if anyone needs a bandage or towel please let me 
know." 

Erec held the laughter vial a while as he put his things away. "Do you suppose 
... Wait a minute. This could be just what we need." 
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Jack stared at it. "An empty vial?" 

"It's laughter. A vial of pure laughter." 

There was a silence, then everyone started talking at once. 

"Perfect, Erec!" Melody gave him a hug. "We'll use it on the Vetalas! If they 
hear the laughter before they give orders to the zombies, we're home free!" 

Erec thought they would be far from home free. But at least it was a place to 
Start. 

331 


CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE Mind 


Reader Extraordinaire 


HE MOON WAS high when Lalalalal grew to full size on the beach. With a 
little struggling and a hand from Griffin, all six of them climbed onto the 
mynaraptor's back. Erec held the vial of laughter in one hand, and each of them 
carried some of the wolfsbane. 

The mynaraptor made a strange noise that sounded like an engine starting and 
stopping, again and again. 
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"What's that?" Erec asked. "It sounds like it's out of gas." 

"Methinks the thing is clearing its throat, cap'n. Maybe it has something it 
wants to say." 

"Lala? You want to talk? Get straight to the point, okay?" 

Lalalalal's voice was louder and fuller now that it was bigger. "I have a 
suggestion for you all. Unless you're all counting on landing in the middle of 
those beasts, you might want me to alight directly on a low roof I saw. It's dark 
enough that if we come around from the back, maybe none of them will notice 
us. Too bad you don't have any music with you. That would help calm some of 
the animals down, help a little." 

"I can make music," Melody volunteered. "It's my gift from birth." She slid 
two fingers together and a light, lovely melody drifted into the air. 

"Perfect," Erec said, then rushed to add, "but we can live without it if you 
decide to get off here and wait. It's your last chance, everyone." 

"I'm coming, Erec. I have a good feeling about this. The Fates said we can do 
it, so let's go!" 

They lifted into the air, bouncing higher with each beat of Lalalalal's huge 
wings until they blurred in a whir of motion. Erec, sitting in front, grabbed a 
handful of huge feathers to hang on to. Someone screamed behind him as they 


soared toward the moon--he was pretty sure it was Griffin. Riding so high was 
terrifying, with much less to hold on to than riding a dragon, but also amazingly 
beautiful, to watch the stars disappear and reappear as they rose through the 
clouds. Ripples of light danced on the black water beneath them. Erec tried not 
to think what would happen if one of them slipped and fell in. 

Baskania's fortress really did look like a rogue castle gone bad, complete with 
black iron spikes on the turrets, carved images of 
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terrifying creatures, and crooked Gothic peaks. Even the towers had towers 
jutting out of them, all of them pointed and foreboding. 

As they closed in, masses of beings became visible outside. They looked 
terrifying even from a distance. 

Lalalalal swerved in from the back, dropping straight down out of a low cloud 
onto a flat section of roof close to the ground. The bird skidded a bit, then 
stopped so fast that all of them tumbled, hanging on by handfuls of feathers. 

As soon as they dropped onto the roof, Lalalalal shifted back to its small size 
and perched on Griffin's shoulder. From their vantage point, they could see the 
creatures below, some drifting aimlessly and others walking in groups. Sickly 
gray human-shaped beasts marched in rows around the huge building in an 
endless parade. 

"Those must be the zombies," Jack whispered. 

"Maybe we should stay up here awhile and get our bearings," Jam said. 

"I don't think so," Erec said. "Even if the other things can't see us, the shadow 
demons will know we're here soon." 

"But you said you could walk through them," Kyron said. "Then they can't 
hurt us." 

"Yes. The shadow demons might not hurt us, but they will warn everyone else 
that we're here. I think we better catch them unprepared." 

They all lay side by side, peeking over the edge of the roof. The sight was 
truly horrifying. Up close, the zombie troops were the worst sight Erec had ever 
laid eyes on. Flesh hung off of their half-exposed skeletons, and sharp fangs 
jutted from their bloodred mouths. But worst of all were their eyes, which 
glowed bone-white, with no iris or pupils at all. They made a loud hiss as they 
marched by, but did not speak. 

Even the manticores and minotaurs, both of which would attack 
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anything that moved, stayed clear of the zombies. When one of them did drift 
too close, however, a buzz of activity erupted. The victim disappeared fast as the 
zombies clustered around it, ravenously ripping it apart with their fangs and 


claws. 

Nobody made a sound, but Erec was pretty sure they all were wondering 
where the Vetalas were. The spirit warriors were easy to identify as the 
translucent human-shaped beings roaming around with real rifles in their grasp. 
And the glowing white things whipping through the air like see-through sheets in 
the wind were likely the specters. 

Suddenly, Erec heard voices from below. 

"Something is wrong, Master Vetu." The voice echoed deep and clear. "I can 
sense it, but I don't know yet what it is. Maybe the Shadow Prince needs us." 

The voice that responded sounded exactly the same, although slightly 
sarcastic. "Thank you, shadow demon. I appreciate your mental acuity, but I 
must remind you again that you are not allowed to form yourself in my 
appearance or use my voice while you are here. I wouldn't want to confuse the 
zombies as to who their master was. Anyhow, be sure to tell me when you figure 
out what the problem is." 

"Of course, Master Vetu," a voice squeaked back, now sounding more like a 
squirrel that breathed in helium. "Anytime, anytime." 

Out of the shadows a figure appeared in a long black cloak. Erec jumped 
when he saw what was inside its hood and heard Melody and Jack gasp at his 
sides. Three rotting heads were stacked atop one another. The eye sockets of 
each were deeply sunken, and the eyes themselves glowed bright red. It raised its 
hand, and two more cloaked creatures emerged and bowed. 

Master Vetu spoke, the mouth in his middle head moving. "The shadow 
demon spoke of problems. I don't want to wait until it's too late to find out what's 
wrong. Let's stand guard by the front entrance, 
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put the zombies on high alert. Perhaps it is just a visitor coming, of course. 
But maybe someone on the inside has gotten loose. If that girl escapes, the 
Shadow Prince will have our heads." 

Ghoulish laughter came from one of the other cloaks, and a skull-like head 
popped out and rolled down the slight hill where they stood. "Speaking of heads, 
it's time for a new one," it said. 

"Get yourself a new right arm, while you're at it," Master Vetu said. "That 
one's about to drop off." 

Master Vetu and the other cloaked creature drifted toward the front of the 
castle. The remaining Vetala raised an arm and uttered a high-pitched groan that 
sounded like a huge rusty hinge opening. Three zombies approached him, and in 
a minute he had shredded them into pieces. "Now . . . let's see which arm is the 
best. I think I'll take yours, thank you. And this head looks all right." He inserted 


the head and arm into his cloak and marched off. 

"Wow," Griffin whispered. "Those things make manticores look like house 
pets." 

"Ow!" Melody's arm was twisted into the air above her, elbow up and palm 
out, like she was a rag doll. "Make it stop!" 

A wisp of white wavered in the air above her, and she lifted from the rooftop 
into it. "Help! Ow!" 

Griffin slashed his sabers through the thing to no avail. The white wind drifted 
right around his blade and yanked Melody a foot into the air. 

Erec jumped and grabbed her around the shoulders, but his weight didn't pull 
her down. Instead they both lifted higher. He stretched an arm up and waved it 
into the specter, trying to grab her arm back. 

Everywhere Erec touched, the specter let go as if he had repelled it. In a 
moment the spirit drifted off and Erec and Melody plunked onto the roof. 
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"Ugh. That thing was so cold!" Melody hugged herself. "Thanks, Erec." 

Kyron eyed the sky warily. "We better hurry, before we get swarmed by those 
things." 

"Okay, plan," Jack said. "We dodge the zombies, try to hide from everything, 
make our way to the front door, open the laughter vial, and sneak inside while 
the Vetalas are still confused." 

The plan sounded awful, but everyone nodded their heads. Staying where they 
were wasn't any better. They took turns jumping down into a bush and then hid 
behind it while a parade of zombies walked by. 

"Look," Jack whispered. "They're all walking in the same direction on this 
side. The ones farther out are walking the other way. I bet that's so they don't 
bump into each other all of the time. They'd probably shred one another." 

"Let's find a gap between the zombie groups and stay behind them." 

A loud snorting pant with a gurgling growl came closer to their bush. A hairy 
wolflike creature shuffled toward them, clicking its claws together. 

Jack tumbled back away from it, knocking Jam down, and Kyron whipped out 
his sword. 

"Wolfsbane," Erec hissed. "See if it works." 

Everyone whipped out a handful of leaves and waved them toward the 
werewolf. The thing whimpered, backing away, and then ran off. 

"Good thinking, Erec," Kyron said. "How did you know to bring this stuff?" 

"I actually took it because I brought my dog with me. Wolfboy turns into a 
wenwolf when there is a full moon." He gulped. "Oops. I forgot to tell Spartacus 
Kilroy about that. I hope we get back before the next full moon." 
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Nobody answered, maybe because they were feeling as doubtful as Erec. They 
waited for a gap between some zombie groups streaming by, then popped out of 
hiding, following their path. 

"The zombies behind us can see us," Jack whispered. "They're only about 
thirty feet back." 

But it seemed that the zombies could not tell Erec's group apart from the other 
zombies. Kyron and Griffin held sword and sabers out, close to their sides. "Not 
that bright, cap'n, are they?" 

A gunshot rang out, and a bullet whizzed past right in front of Erec. He 
jumped backward, shaking, but Jam tugged him along. "Sir! The zombies are 
behind us. Keep moving." 

Another shot blasted, this time almost hitting Melody. It cracked against the 
stone wall behind them. 

"What is that?" Jack's voice shook. 

"Look!" Kyron pointed at two spirit warriors squatting nearby, aiming their 
rifles at them. Jam jumped and darted forward at the sound of another gunshot. 

Erec stood between his friends and the spirit warriors, arms out, shielding 
them. 

"What are you doing?" Kyron sounded furious. "Making yourself a target?" 
He tried to pull Erec back. 

"No. Ghosts can't hurt me." 

"Maybe ghosts can't, but those are real bullets, kid. Now get down." 

Two more shots whizzed by. Erec was glad that they spirit warriors weren't 
better marksmen. Maybe they had been bankers when they were alive. 
Eventually, though, one of these shots would hit a target. 

"Be right back." Erec left the group and hurried across the field, just a few feet 
in front of an incoming group of zombies. He could smell their stale breath as he 
ran by. A minotaur watched him, 
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snorting, and some lions licked their lips from a distance. Before the spirit 
warriors could take another shot, he dove on both of them, tackling them. 

His body clunked straight to the ground as he passed through them. But 
because they were unable to touch him, the ghosts split apart into pieces around 
him. Their parts fizzled into the air, leaving the guns behind on the dirt. 

Erec picked up the guns, not sure if they would help or not. He had never 
touched one in his life. But as the minotaur started closing in on him, followed 
by two hungry looking manticores, he held it up and considered it. The minotaur 
didn't seem to care one bit about the rifle, however. It pawed the ground, then 


charged at Erec, horns down. 

Erec froze. He had no idea how to shoot the gun. Something silver sailed past 
his ear, knocking the minotaur flat. 

One of Griffin's sabers stuck up from the minotaur's neck. Erec darted back, 
slamming to a stop to avoid running into a group of zombies, then raced ahead to 
join his friends. 

They had managed to step back into a niche behind another bush to wait for 
him. Melody threw her arms around him and Jam patted his head. 

"Young sir. Do be careful, please." 

Jam's warning sounded so tame compared to their dreadful surroundings that 
all of them laughed for a moment. 

"If only we can laugh like that around the Vetalas," Jack said. 

Looking out, they slipped back into a gap between the roaming zombies, but 
by now they had attracted the attention of more minotaurs, and some lions and 
manticores. They crowded together, approaching steadily. 

"Oh, dear," Lalalalal said. "Here we go." 

A tiger sprang out of nowhere, but was too close to an incoming group of 
zombies. With amazing speed they closed in, reminding Erec 
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of the phantom piranhas in the water, and the tiger was devoured. 

The lions paced back and forth outside the zombie group. As soon as a gap 
opened, one of the lions sprang at them--but it was knocked to the side by a 
humongous manticore with huge, ravenous jaws. 

Melody began rubbing her arms and fingers together, creating a haunting 
melody that seemed to slow the manticore down. Kyron was waving his sword 
out in front of everyone. He stabbed the manticore again and again, pushing it 
away. Of course, being a manticore it was impossible to destroy, and its wounds 
healed almost as fast as they were made. Kyron glanced back and forth between 
the manticore and a group of zombies that was coming closer. With a final stab 
he pushed the beast right into them. 

As the zombies closed in, slashing away, Erec's group dashed toward the front 
of the castle. Erec looked back and saw the manticore tear itself away from the 
zombies, unharmed. "C'mon, guys. More zombies are getting closer behind us." 

Kyron and Griffin shouldered the rifles. "Not too much farther, cap'n," Griffin 
growled. "If we can just make it around yon corner ahead, the doors may be 
within sight." 

"Oh, no!" Melody shouted. "Look!" 

The group of zombies in front of them finally noticed they were being 
followed. A half dozen of them had turned around and stood waiting, arms 


stretching toward them. The zombies behind them were closing in as well, and 
others walked by along the path beside them. 

Gunfire resounded as Kyron shot into the zombie group. Griffin followed suit, 
shooting the ones behind them. A few of them staggered away, but then returned, 
coming toward them even with missing limbs. 

"Go for their heads!" Kyron shouted. "It's the only way to stop them." 

Griffin blasted the head off a zombie, and it staggered off to find it. They were 
close now on both sides, and there were 
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no shrubs by the wall of the fortress to hide behind. 

Erec felt dizzy. His knees buckled. This was it, he thought. He was about to 
pass out, and they'd never survive now. Poor Bethany, he thought. But instead of 
dropping to the ground a strange feeling came over him. His clothing was getting 
tight. He slipped off his backpack as something sharp pricked his back. 

Even though it was dark out, everything turned a vivid green. His dragon eyes 
were out--they could see as well at night as in the day. Scales coated his skin. He 
felt wings flap. He had grown bigger than Griffin. 

It was a cloudy thought. No vision appeared this time, just commands. 

Jump. 

Kick. 

Breathe fire. 

He knocked down a group of zombies with his breath and set fire to another 
horde. Several minotaurs closed in. 

Spin, then pounce. 

He knocked the minotaurs over with his tail, then dove on the approaching 
lions, sending them scrambling away. 

More fire. 

He breathed streams of fire into approaching zombies, burning them into 
smoke, and into manticores, making them run. Kyron 
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and Griffin battled beasts behind him, with Jack, Melody, and Jam hiding 
between them. Melody continued to play a sweet refrain that slowed the beasts 
down a little. 

Roll. 

Erec rolled over a group of spirit warriors, disintegrating them. He discovered 
that specters were pulling Jam and Kyron into the air. They were clinging onto 
Griffin, who was lifting too. 

Fly. 

With a flap he spun in the air right where the specters drifted, and they 


whipped away, dropping Jam, Griffin, and Kyron to the ground. 

Fly. 

Swarms of specters zoomed in now, looking like the northern lights. Erec 
soared into them and they flew into all directions like fireworks. 

Fly. 

With a final sweep around Erec knocked out an approaching group of spirit 
warriors and scared away another minotaur. He hurried back to the group, 
stumbling as he returned to his normal size. In grave silence, Jam gave him his 
backpack. Melody had stopped playing music as the living beasts backed off, 
now afraid of them. Jack wiped sweat off his brow and handed the vial of 
laughter to Erec. "You dropped this." 
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Griffin was stunned. "Do you do this .. . often, cap'n? I didn't know you were 
part-dragon." 

Kyron's jaw hung open. "You were so... even more... than the last time I 
saw you. Does it hurt?" 

"Nah. I think we're okay, actually. No more spirit warriors have seen us, and 
I'd guess they're the only ones who might talk and tell the Vetalas that we're 
here." 

"Good guess, but not exactly correct." Erec heard his own voice. In front of 
them stood an exact replica of himself. 

He gulped, stunned. Everyone else looked back and forth between him and his 
look-alike. 

"You'rea..." 

"You are right," his mirror image answered. "I am a shadow demon." It smiled 
warmly. "I can see you've had quite an evening. Very interesting, mind you. We 
don't get this kind of entertainment very often." 

Erec took a breath. "Okay, guys. All you have to do is walk right through this 
thing." 

Griffin stepped forward and the shadow demon morphed into a giant sea 
monster with three heads swaying from long necks. "I wouldn't do that." Its teeth 
snapped at them. "You'll die a horrible death." It shrank back into a boy that 
looked like Erec, except with two sea monster heads waving from his shoulders. 
"You see, I'm a lot more reasonable than that. I can help you all, you know. Just 
hear me out--I'm on your side. You just have to trust me. I'll get you right in to 
save your friend. Bethany, isn't it? I've been wanting to help her escape. Now 
that you're here, I can do it with you." 

Kyron was nodding. Even Erec was starting to feel convinced, but an old 
memory struck him. Shadow demons manipulated people's thoughts. He had 


believed one once and almost died. Never again. 

"Follow me, guys. Just walk right through him." Erec took a step 

343 

closer, and the shadow demon changed into a huge Vetala with a stack of 
drooling heads with long fangs. 

Erec shuddered and stepped back. "Careful, Erec!" Melody grabbed his 
shoulder. "Just listen to what he has to say. Maybe he can help us." 

"No!" Erec was fighting his own thoughts as much as hers. He wanted to 
believe, to trust ... but then he remembered how he had put his and his own 
mother's life in danger because he fell into this trap before. "Never again!" 

Erec grabbed Griffin's and Jam's arms--the two people who were most likely 
to follow him anywhere, even to a sure death. "Hold on to the others. We're all 
going through. Now! " 

The shadow demon hissed and swayed. It held its arms out to them, and in its 
deep Vetala voice it said, "That's right. Come right here. I'm hungry for a snack 
now. Unless you want to make a bargain and save your friend. Otherwise I'll 
enjoy this meal." 

Erec pulled Jam and Griffin toward the demon, going against every instinct in 
his body. He started to doubt his own memory of the shadow demon he had met 
in the past, but he kept moving forward. 

"That's right," the Vetala shadow demon hissed. "You're confused, aren't you, 
Erec? The shadow demon you met before was your friend, wasn't he? Just like I 
am. I only want to help, and now you're leading all of your friends to die. Tsk, 
tsk." 

"Don't listen to it!" He yanked Jam and Griffin, and they pulled Jack, Kyron, 
and Melody behind, protesting all the way. "Come on!" 

It started winning over his mind, confusing him. But he fought hard. As long 
as he thought about his mother and what had almost happened to her in the past 
when he made this mistake before . . . 

The thing radiated heat and fear, and stepping close to it was 
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almost more than Erec could handle. He fought against his entire being and 
stepped forward, face-to-face with the three sets of sharp jaws, tongues licking 
their chops, red blazing eyes burning down on him with fury. 

He almost jumped back when it let out a screeching roar, but he held his 
ground. The others tugged behind him, but he would not let go. It was hard to 
remember even what he was doing this for, but he knew he had to keep going. 
He could not listen to it, or even to himself now. 

Erec clenched his eyes shut, and with bravery that he never knew he had, he 


stepped straight into the beast. 

The image of the Vetala dissolved around him as he passed through, turning 
into a clear, shimmering vapor that hung in the air. Griffin and Jam could still 
feel his hand, but seemed not to see him. They still gazed where the Vetala 
image had been, their faces masks of fear. 

Its voice said, "There. Your friend is gone now. A tasty snack. Which of you 
would like to be the next course? Or would you rather reason with me?" 

Erec tugged on their hands. "I'm here, guys! I'm okay! Trust me and walk 
through this thing." 

He tugged, hearing the shadow demon saying that his voice was a fake. But 
Jam and Griffin must have believed him. Erec was amazed they would follow 
him into the jaws of death, but in a moment both of them were at his side. 

Jack, Melody, and Kyron still stared at the image that had disappeared to the 
rest of them. "Yum," it said. "Are you going to be fools as well, or will you save 
yourselves and your friend Bethany?" 

Erec, Jam, and Griffin all shouted at once that they were fine, which was all 
the others needed to hear. Jack took the longest to come through, but soon stood 
next to them. 

They all hugged one another, most of them with tears in their 
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eyes. Erec knew that even the last group to pass through the shadow demon 
needed tremendous courage and belief. The vision had disappeared, and a thin 
voice rang in the air. "Interesting. Well, I do say I'm disappointed. I would rather 
have enjoyed devouring you. But at least I'll have the pleasure of seeing you torn 
apart by the zombies, if the Vetalas don't want to do it themselves. I suppose 
you'll all make some nice new body parts for them." 

"Do you... get a lot of company here?" Erec's friends looked at him 
strangely when he struck up a conversation with the shadow demon. "I mean, 
does it get boring for you?" 

The thing sighed. "I suppose so. Always interesting starting fights between the 
Vetalas, spying in the fortress." It chuckled. "Just because you managed to walk 
through me doesn't mean that I don't know what you're thinking anymore, Erec 
Rex. That's me--mind reader extraordinaire. I know exactly why you are talking 
to me right now. You want to wheedle information out of me. Find out how to 
get inside the front door of the fortress. Like I would tell you that." 

"Well," Erec said, deciding to push his luck, "why wouldn't you? Are you a 
slave of Baskania's? Do you have to follow his every command?" 

"Pathetic attempt at manipulating me, boy. Even if I couldn't read your mind, I 
would not fall for that line. But to answer your question, I do what serves me 


best. Right now, since I can't consume you, you will serve for entertainment. 
Why would I help you? That wouldn't be interesting. Much more amusing to see 
you shredded." 

"Wouldn't it be more fun if we had a chance to succeed? Then it would be 
more exciting--you wouldn't know how it would turn out." 

"But there is only one way this can turn out," it said. "And that is with you 


shredded. There's no hope for you... . Ahh, I see... You have something else 
up your sleeve. You brought some bottled laughter with you. Even more 
exciting." 
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Erec wanted to kick himself. He should have gotten away from this thing 
sooner. Now it knew about the only chance they had of surviving. And if it told 
the Vetala about it-- 

"That's right. I know your secret now. But I doubt it will work. You don't even 
know how to use it. Maybe you'll get lucky. I can read minds, but unfortunately I 
can't read the future." 

"How about a bet, then?" Kyron said. "If we get past the Vetala and the 
zombies, then you let us get inside the fortress." 

"That's not for me to do," the shadow demon said. "But I will tell you this--for 
my amusement and benefit only. The one key to the doorway hangs on a chain 
around Master Vetu's neck. If you can get your hands on that, which I highly 
doubt, I will not stop you from entering the fortress." 

"Aye," Griffin huffed. "You couldn't stop us anyway now. Even if ye wanted 
to." 

"That is true, of course. But I did tell you where the key is. Remember, this is 
only for my personal gain, I assure you." 

Somehow, chillingly, Erec knew that he was telling the truth. 
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CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX Blind 


Followers 


HEY STEPPED OVER piles of zombie parts as they wound their way toward 
the front of the fortress. The ground looked like a war had been fought there. 
Most of the zombies on this side of the building were gone, but more were 
coming, marching over the bodies of their comrades without noticing. 

A brief peek around the corner to the front side of the fortress 
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showed more zombies marching closer. A pack of wenwolves closed in, 


snarling around them. 

"Wolfsbane!" Erec had dropped his, but everyone else made up for that, 
waving fronds toward the drooling beasts. The wenwolves backed away, 
whining, and trotted off. 

A manticore watched them, pawing the ground. It looked like it was trying to 
decide whether to attack again. Erec bared his teeth at the thing and growled, 
holding his hands out like claws, and the manticore stepped back. 

"Even that thing is afraid a ya." Griffin looked at Erec like he was scared of 
him too. 

"We better hurry." Jack gulped. "No use waiting around here." 

They headed toward the building entrance on a path that had been worn by 
zombies. The fortress was huge, so it was a while before the front doorway came 
into view. Erec felt a little better than before. At least they had survived this 
long. And if danger struck, maybe he'd get another cloudy thought. Without 
Griffin and Kyron warding off attacks and Melody making music, he might not 
have made it. 

Lalalalal stepped onto Griffin's other shoulder to get farther from Erec, 
throwing him a wary glance. 

"Hey, Lala. At least I'm on your side. Leave me alone." 

A pointed gothic stone archway formed the entrance to the huge turreted 
castle. The three black cloaked Vetalas stood on the steps in front of it, talking. 
Their voices carried in low, hushed murmurs, and the red glow from their eyes 
blazed into the night. 

Erec gripped the vial of laughter. "Listen, guys. I don't know if this will be 
enough. I know it sounds crazy, but try to see the funny side of this. Okay? I 
mean, if we can laugh, too, really laugh, that might help." 

Everyone nodded, but not one of them was able to so much as crack a smile. 
Nothing seemed remotely funny about where they were 
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now. Kyron and Griffin held weapons at the ready as they advanced, until 
finally all three Vetalas swung to face them. 

"Well." Master Vetu stepped forward. His deep voice was slick and cold, and 
only his middle head spoke. "Looks like that shadow imp was right. Or maybe 
not. The thing said something was wrong. But I would have to disagree. This is 
something quite right." The bloodred mouths of all three of his hideous faces 
grinned, revealing dripping fangs. "Fresh flesh. How delightful. And a nice 
supply of parts, too." 

"I get the girl's face," another one gargled. 

Erec almost threw up picturing Melody's face in one of their cloaks, with 
those eyes and fangs. He tried to block the image from his mind. Before they 
could say more he twisted the cap and opened the vial. 

There was silence. The vial vibrated in his hand but no sound came out. No! 
That was it? Was it was really empty? This was their only hope. 

A blue mist curled in the vial and started to waft away. That was his laughter, 
then? Disappearing before his eyes? In a desperate attempt to stop it, not 
knowing if it would help, he raised the vial to his face and breathed in the mist. 

"Hmp-he. B-ha!" His body shook like he had sneezed. Then he burst out in a 
fit of laughter so hard his sides hurt. He passed the vial to Kyron, at his side, 
who looked at him like he was insane. Erec doubled over, wanting Kyron to 
breathe in the mist but he was laughing too hard to speak. Finally he shoved it to 
Kyron's face. 

Kyron's face lit with amusement and he laughed too, until he was pounding 
his fist into his legs. The others saw what was happening and passed the vial 
around until the thick blue mist was finally gone. 

Not only was Erec laughing, but everything around him seemed hysterically 
funny. Melody's high fluttery laughter and Griffin's 
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snorting were hilarious. Even the grotesque Vetalas ogling them with their 
rotting body parts and stacked heads were amusing. It seemed like someone had 
put them together for a Halloween costume show, but had completely overdone 
it. He looked at them, pointing, tears rolling down his face. 

The others looked where he was pointing and joined in, doubling over at the 
sight of the Vetalas. Erec wiped the tears that were streaming down his face. His 
head and sides ached from laughing so hard, but this was the most fun he'd had 
in a long time. They would have to come back to this place. It was great. 

It seemed comical that they had to take the key from Master Vetu's neck. Erec 
staggered forward, hooting with glee. Master Vetu glowered at him, drooling and 


baring his teeth. But this only made Erec laugh harder. He sniffed a few times 
and, chuckling, reached over to grab the key dangling from a chain around the 
Vetala's neck. 

It was hard to control his movements, as he kept bending over in hysterics, so 
the first time he reached, his hand went too far into the Vetala's black hood. The 
back of his wrist banged into something slimy. A moment later, one of Master 
Vetu's heads was rolling on the ground near his feet. 

"Oops!" Erec chortled. It seemed that nothing more amusing had ever 
happened in his life. "Look at that!" he screeched, pointing at the head. "It came 
off!" He doubled over, crying in laughter. Everyone behind him was guffawing 
just as loudly. 

"Ohh-ahh." He grasped his side and stood again, in pain from his hysterics and 
barely able to breathe. Shaking in laughter, he reached one more time for the key 
on the chain. Master Vetu stood immobile watching them, stunned by their 
behavior. Erec pushed his hand into Vetu's hood again, but failing to look 
carefully, he again overshot and banged into something hard. A second head 
shook loose and fell out, rolling away. 
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"Aaaaah! Oh!" Erec felt like he was going to die of laughter. This could not 
have been staged better, he thought. One of the Vetala's heads was at his feet, 
glaring up at him angrily. He almost stepped on it by accident as he rocked in 
hysterics. 

"Do it again," Griffin gasped, tears rolling down his red face. "Do the . . . third 
... one!" His snorts of delight filled the air. 

Erec could not resist. He stuck an arm into the Vetala's hood and smacked the 
remaining head, which fell to the ground. "Eek!" He kicked it toward Griffin, 
whose face was contorted, snorting nonstop. 

The key dangled in front of him, so he whisked it off the headless neck, which 
also was very amusing, and staggered back to his friends. 

All of them looked to be in pain, gasping and rubbing their jaws and sides as 
they chuckled. Erec felt himself start to calm down. He waved his friends up the 
steps, thinking they should go inside while they were still laughing. But there 
didn't seem to be any urgency. The Vetalas were like some kind of a joke. 

A voice came from the headless Master Vetu. "You think this is funny, do 
you? Let's see how funny you think this is." He raised a finger and pointed, to a 
chorus of appreciative chuckles, but nothing happened. This inspired more 
mirth. 

But Erec realized that the Vetala was regaining his strength. They were 
laughing much less now. He fumbled the key into the lock, twisting. 


A horrifying roar filled the air, coming from Master Vetu. Erec froze for a 
moment, then turned the key more, waiting for a latch to click. Nobody was 
laughing now. Kyron grabbed the key from Erec and jiggled it in the lock. 

"After them!" Master Vetu screamed. 

Zombies poured out of the woodwork in response to Master Vetu's command. 
They streamed toward the doorway, then up the steps. Vetu fastened one of his 
old heads back in place, and Erec failed 
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to see any humor in it at all. In fact, the situation was horrifying. 

"Got it!" Kyron shouted, pushing the door open. "Get in." 

Erec's knees were weak and he felt faint, sick. Everything turned gray . . . and 
then it was green. He slipped off his backpack as he started to grow, and saw 
Griffin grab it from him. Spines burst from his back, scales coated his skin. 

Zombies surrounded them in seconds, reaching around Erec for Jack and 
Kyron. His scales seemed to resist their claws. 

Spin around, breathe fire. 

He blasted some approaching zombies right before one grabbed for Melody, 
and knocked others away with his tail. Yet they poured onto the steps faster than 
Erec could destroy them. 

Dive. Crush. 

Kyron pushed Jack and Melody through the massive steel door and turned just 
in time to whip the head off one incoming zombie and then another with his 
sword. Griffin battled valiantly beside him, while Erec breathed a stream of fire 
onto another group lumbering toward them. 

More fire. Claw. 

Zombies all around had burst into flames, falling off the marble steps, but 
more kept coming. 

"Get in there, Jam!" Kyron grabbed Jam, who was huddled on the ground, and 
pulled him inside to safety. 

Erec was filled with relief that Melody, Jack, and Jam were okay. The Vetalas 
sprung forward with blazing red lightning streaking 
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toward them from their fingers. Most of it swerved in midair and was sucked 
into the Amulet of Virtues, which hung on Erec's chest, protecting him from 
magic. But a small ray hit Kyron in the leg. 

"Ow!" He winced in pain. "It burns!" 

Zombies had crowded between them and the doorway, and Griffin fought to 
clear them away. "Go, Kyron! There's a space." He yanked Kyron through and 
pushed him toward the doorway. 


The zombies seemed unable to enter the castle--Erec didn't blame Baskania 
for arranging that. Griffin's sabers flew as he and Erec cleared a path to the door, 
walking back-to-back toward it. 

"No!" Master Vetu screamed. All three of the Vetalas held up craggy, clawed 
hands and sent bolts of red lightning streaming toward them. Erec heard Griffin 
try to laugh weakly, as if that might help. He threw Griffin behind him and let 
the red bolts swerve into his amulet. 

Backing up, step after step, Erec breathing fire and Griffin swinging his 
blades, they finally reached the door again. One foot upon the door jamb, then 
another. Lalalalal, who had been hovering in the air just out of reach, flew away, 
calling, "I'll find you when you leave the fortress. Best I keep a lookout for you 
out here." 

Erec wasn't sure if Lalalalal would be much help as a lookout, or if he was 
afraid to come inside. But either way, Lalalalal's job had been to help them get 
across and deal with the creatures outside of the fortress. There probably wasn't 
much he could do inside to help. 

They fell back, closing the door behind them, and collapsed on the stone floor 
of a small anteroom. The door leading into the fortress was cracked open. 

Griffin struggled to his feet and was about to swing the door open when Erec 
grabbed him. "Wait! We have to hide when we go through. Careful." 

He peeked through the door and stopped in shock. 

354 

Jam, Melody, Jack, and Kyron stood together in a vast stone entryway, each 
with a thin black rope around their waists and wrists. A friendly-looking man 
with a black eye patch and dark hair spoke in an accent that sounded part British 
and part American. "I don't know," he said. "The shadow demon is never wrong, 
it seems. If he says there are two more of you, I'll tend to believe that. They'll 
turn up soon enough, no worries." 

The shadow demon, who still appeared like a clear gleam in the air to Erec, 
hovered nearby. "I could help you right now, point out the other two, if you give 
me my reward." 

"Wish I could, chum," the man said. "And I sure am glad for your help. But 
that's all up to the Shadow Prince, you know that. I'm sure he'll put your kind in 
charge out there when he knows what a big help you've been." 

"And when he sees what kind of a mess the Vetalas have made of things," the 
shadow demon added. "They're inept. These kids were laughing at them. 
Laughing. I saw it for myself. One of them walked right up and swiped the key 
from around Vetu's neck. Pathetic." 

"Yes, quite." The man looked pensive. "Can you give us a hint--will we see 


these two missing intruders soon?" 

"I guess you'll have to wait until Baskania is back for any more of my help, if 
he's the only one who can repay me for all of my work. But don't worry. As soon 
as he's ready to put the Vetalas in their place, I'll give him everyone he wants." 

The shadow demon dissolved into the air. Erec noticed as they had been 
talking that Kyron was working his silver sword against the thin black rope 
around him. He held his breath, watching as the rope began to fray. Silver, he 
remembered, was one of the only things that could cut through the magic rope 
Baskania had used on him in the past. 

Kyron tugged against his sword a last time and the rope fell 
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loose. He held up the rope to hide that he was free and slowly backed away 
from the others. 

"Well, let's see," the man with the eye patch said. "It looks like you're going to 
be our guests for a while. We'll have a full search for your two other friends by 
morning, and they'll be joining you shortly. Until the Shadow Prince returns, 
you'll be staying in one of our comfortable, full-service prison cells. Then, if you 
are lucky, he may let you stay alive, for the small favor of one of your eyes and 
lifelong service. But there are no guarantees, unfortunately. My name is Ajax 
Hunter, by the way, if you need anything. Of course it may be hard to get a hold 
of me. Let me show you to your . . . quarters." 

"Hya!" Kyron sprang forward, sword out, and sliced it through the ropes that 
twined from Ajax Hunter's hand around Jam, Melody, and Jack. He spun around 
and dashed into a hallway. "Come on!" 

Ajax spun more black ropes out of his remote control, and they instantly 
wrapped around Jam, Jack, and Melody before they could follow. "No worries. 
As soon as the Shadow Prince returns he'll find all of your friends. In fact, he'll 
be so pleased that you stopped by! There's nothing as enjoyable as an 
unexpected visit, I always say." He pulled the three behind him and down 
another hallway, speaking into a cell phone in his finger. "Right. One intruder 
has escaped. He ran toward army headquarters. Two more are on the loose--try 
to find them all. It would look better." 

Griffin and Erec stared at each other, stunned. For some reason they had 
assumed that once were inside the fortress they would be safe. But their 
problems were only just beginning. 

Erec and Griffin stole quietly into the huge entryway, which was made 
entirely of gray stone from the domed ceiling to the floor. Several passageways 
led outward, and they picked one that pointed in a different direction than either 
Kyron or Ajax Hunter had gone. 
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Hallways branched and led to rooms that seemed to be living quarters for the 
servants. Erec was glad that it was the middle of the night, so nobody was 
wandering about. 

Without warning, a man wearing a dark smock turned the corner and came 
toward them, carrying a tray with tea and crackers. Griffin grabbed for his saber, 
but Erec held up his hand like a stop sign and put a finger to his lips. The man 
approached casually, not looking at them, humming to himself. As he grew 
closer, they could see that neither of his eyes were real, and he was blind. 

Erec and Griffin pressed back against the wall as the man ambled by, unaware. 
When he was out of sight Erec whispered, "Blind followers. Baskania keeps 
them as his servants--their reward for helping him is to give him both of their 
eyes." 

"He wouldn't do that to . . ." Griffin didn't finish the sentence, but they both 
were worried about their friends who were captured. 

"We'll just have to rescue them, won't we? Come on." A room off the hallway 
had a kitchenette and some dining tables, and beyond that were some bedrooms. 
They heard snoring coming from a few. Most of the doors were closed, but one 
was open. Inside, the room was empty. "Perfect." 

They went in and shut the door. "I don't know how hard they'll search for us, 
but maybe they'll wait until people are up. We can hide under the bed, I guess." 

Griffin rifled through a closet. "Or we could wear these." He threw some dark 
smocks on the bed. "Disguise ourselves as those blind guys. These have hoods 
on them too." 

Erec picked one up. "That's a great idea! Then we can fit in, find our way 
around this place." He slid one on, and it fit perfectly, except for dragging on the 
floor a bit. Griffin's smock hung tighter, but was still long enough to reach his 
feet. Erec did not realize until silence surrounded him how tired he actually was. 
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But before even considering sleep he sat down and dug the Seeing Eyeglasses 
out from the tangle of things hanging off his neck. This time he thought about 
Jack, Melody, and Jam, and about how much he missed them. When he put the 
glasses on, he was looking at a small stone cell. Jack, Melody, and Jam were 
sleeping on stone benches that hung from the walls. There were no windows, 
and the door looked thick and heavy. 

"Psst. Jam!" 

Jam sat bolt upright and looked around. "I'm sorry. I thought I heard . . ." He 
started to lie back down. 

"Jam! It's me, Erec. Are you okay?" 


"Erec?" Jam was confused, then a look of realization crossed his face. "The 
eyeglasses?" 

"Yeah. I can see you. Did anyone get hurt?" 

"No, young sir," Jam whispered. "But I'm afraid we're stuck here." He sighed. 
"I wish you had kept the Serving Tray. Where are you?" 

"I'm inside the fortress with Griffin. We're hiding out, but don't worry. We'll 
find you guys. Do you know which way they took you?" 

"We went straight down the hallway to an elevator, up to the eleventh floor. 
Then it was hard to tell. We wound around a lot. But we're in a spot with 
concrete floors, rows of cells like this one." 

"Does yours have a number on it?" 

Jam thought. "It did. Can't see it from the inside, though. I'm pretty sure it was 
cell block ten. Almost positive." 

"We'll get you out." Erec felt his eyes closing. "Don't worry, Jam." 

He thought he heard Jam answer, but his words were drowned in a wave of 
sleep. 

When Erec awoke, he jumped in shock at a large figure pacing the room in a 
dark smock. 

"Eeeh?" the figure growled. "Yer finally awake, then?" 
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It took a second for Erec to process that this was Griffin, and to remember 
where he was. The events of yesterday seemed unreal. How could they have 
survived the Vetalas and all of those other insanely dangerous creatures out 
there? It gave him hope, though. Maybe things would only get easier from here. 

For the first time he realized how close Bethany was now. Within walking 
distance. Even though his friends were imprisoned, everything seemed possible. 
Baskania wasn't even here. Erec would get them all out to safety. His vision of 
the future was true. 

Then he remembered his vision of the future. It did show them all escaping-- 
that was possible. But he knew what would happen then. Everyone else would 
run out of the eye care shop--Windows to the Soul--except for him. A police 
snake was waiting there, and would pounce and bite, then he would be carried 
back to this place alone and helpless. Nobody would be able to save him. 

Erec gathered his courage and got up. "Jam, Melody, and Jack are in cell 
block ten on the eleventh floor. They took elevators up from that hallway that led 
down the middle. We should try to find them, and Bethany, too." Excitement 
raced through him. She was close now, and he would finally be able to see her 
again. If only they had more time together before he was captured in the shop by 
the snake. 


He would make time, he decided. Before they left, he would have to find a 
place for them to go together, where he could tell her everything he'd been 
holding in all this time. They would have to fit a lifetime into a short talk. 

Maybe he'd even give her another kiss. 

Baskania's blind followers wandered the halls that they knew by heart, but 
people with sight walked past as well. Erec and Griffin played it safe, keeping 
their heads down and their hoods all the way forward. Erec decided to wear his 
backpack under his hooded smock. It made 
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him look like a hunchback, but in this creepy place that was normal. 

Griffin crashed into a blind servant by accident. The blind man tumbled to the 
floor, and Erec helped him up. "Sorry, sir." 

"No worries, young man. You are young, aren't you? You sound it." The man 
was bald and wiry, with deep wrinkles in his face. He felt around the walls to 
orient himself again. "You still have a cane, then, I guess? A few more years and 
you won't need it anymore. I know this place like the back of my hand." 

"How long have you been here?" Erec asked. 

"Almost thirty years." He chuckled. "It's not as bad as you think. The first few 
years were hard, but you'll slowly realize that everything you're doing is for a 
great cause. World peace--remember! No matter how small your tasks are, from 
cooking breakfast for the servants to guarding the gemstones, it takes every cog 
in order to make a clock tick. So, welcome to cog life, boy. What's your name?" 

"Uh... Rick. What's yours?" 

"Heh-heh. They call me Maestro here. I used to conduct the London 
Philharmonic." He sighed. "Gives me a lot to think about. So many good 
memories. And the music is still all up here." He tapped his head. 

Erec felt bad for Maestro. "Would you leave here if you could?" 

"Well . . . I don't know about that. I do miss the real world, believe me. But 
I'm settled in my ways now. And content to be doing good work for a cause. It's 
best not to think about these things anyway--you'll see. Just get the lay of the 
land, and stay away from the bigwigs. That won't lead to anything but trouble." 
He frowned. "What's your job, Rick?" 

"I... I'm just in training, still. They have me in the kitchens now, but they're 
trying to find a place for me." 

"Do you want me to put a good word in for you? I've got it pretty cush, I 
admit. I'm in record keeping. I just file things in Braille. They 
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like blind people to do that work, because we can't read the documents we're 
filing, only the Braille headings someone stamps on. It's a nice job--better than a 


hot kitchen, eh?" 

Erec had an idea. "What are the records about?" 

"Oh, everything, I guess. I can't quite read them, so I don't fully know. But the 
headings are about things like security, Eye of the World, Baskania's peace army, 
stored treasures, future development plans, all the minutes of what's taking place 
inside the fortress. The list goes on and on. It all ends up to be just useless 
paperwork, if you ask me." 

Erec and Griffin's eyes met. "Wow. I'd really like to see--I mean, visit that 
place. It sounds interesting." 

Maestro chuckled. "Don't worry. I still catch myself saying that I'll 'see' things 
sometimes. It's a hard habit to break. But you're in luck. Unless you're expected 
elsewhere, you might as well join me, because I'm headed straight to the 
archives now. Want to come along?" 

"Sure!" 

Griffin raised his hands in question, and Erec shrugged back to say he had no 
idea what Griffin should do. They walked behind Maestro in tandem a while, 
trying to match steps. 

"Who's your friend?" 

Erec and Griffin's eyes widened. Griffin pointed at himself questioningly. 

Erec said, "Do you mean--" 

"The fellow with you, who's following us? Sounds like a fellow, anyway. He's 
got heavy footsteps." 

"Oh. That's my .. . uncle, Griffin. He's new too. We came here together." 

Maestro nodded. "Well, that's nice for you, to know someone here. Unusual, 
though, to let you stay together." 

"Yeah. They'll probably split us up once they decide where to put us . . . you 
know." 
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"Uh-huh. Turn right here now, and we're almost to the elevators." He pressed a 
button with Braille on it, and they filed in after him. "It's on six. Just keep a hand 
on a wall and follow my footsteps, you'll be fine." 

Maestro punched a code into a box and the locked door clicked. "That's our 
sign. Follow me, then. There's good work to do in here. Let me introduce you to 
my friends." 

"Hi, Maestro! Who you got with you today?" 

"A few newbies. Boy named Rick and his uncle, Griffin. They might want to 
work here. I told him it beats the kitchens." 

Erec noticed a video camera in the corner. He made sure his face was well 
covered, then picked up a paper and propped it in front, blocking its lens, in case 


it was recording them. While they made small talk with the archive workers, 
Erec and Griffin wandered the room looking at files. 

The room was full of everything Erec wanted to know. If only he could bring 
this whole room back with him and give it to his father. But what he wanted the 
most were the records of what was going on inside the fortress. Maybe he could 
get a clue where Bethany was now. 

She was so close! The thought gave him a chill. 

He ran a finger along the cases of files. Some sat out, and others filled 
cabinets and locked cases. Griffin was stuffing paper into his pocket--Erec hoped 
whatever he found was useful. 

As he scanned the room, he saw a file that made him stop cold. It was marked 
"Furies." He ripped it open and saw pages about each of the three Furies, their 
temperaments, and things they most wanted and enjoyed. In the front was a list 
of gifts that had been given to them, and were planned. Wandabelle's name was 
on the list. 

Erec's hands tightened on the paper. 

"Rick . . . did you hear that?" Maestro said. "Douglas asked if you were 
hungry.” 
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"Um--yes." Erec realized he was quite hungry. "Do you have snacks in here?" 

"No food's allowed in here, kid. But we're going to make a sandwich run. You 
sure you're not supposed to be somewhere?" 

"Not right now. I'm starting a night shift tonight, so I have time off." 

"You better rest, then! Let's go get some lunch now, okay?" 

Erec scanned the page to see what it said about Wandabelle. 

Clown Fairy: Wandabelle. 

Stored in Nightmare Realm on April 1 for future trade. 

Balor Stain to keep watch on situation with King Augeas. 

Planned trade on May 1, for Tisiphone, in return for tripling Shadow Prince's 
power over the Substance. If Tisiphone and sisters refuse by this date to triple 
powers, the Clown Fairy is to be destroyed, and the Furies informed of such. 

Clown Fairy to be released by Rosco Kroc using the alarm clock, which has 
been set. The Shadow Prince and King Augeas ensured that no other method of 
removal will succeed. 

Clown society expected to fall into complete chaos. This will be 
advantageous, as surviving clowns can be reeducated to serve in Army of Peace. 
Alarm clock is to be kept in the army security headquarters, Jakarta fortress, 

programmed, and at the ready. 
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"Rick! Are you with us? Hello, kid!" 

"Um, I'm sorry. I just keep thinking about home. What did you say?" 

"We're going to get some lunch. Want to join us?" 

"I guess. Can we come back here after?" 

Maestro looked doubtful. "A short visit is okay, but they frown on our taking 
things into our own hands. You're supposed to get your rest for night duty. Is it 
guard duty, then?" 

"Yes." Erec thought that was a great idea for tonight. "It is." 

Griffin held up a finger as he was reading more papers. Then he stuffed a 
folder under his smock. 

"Oh, excuse me," Erec said. "Could we wait just another few minutes before 
going to lunch? I'm... not really that hungry yet." He looked through files as 
fast as he could. 

"Sorry, kid. We're going now. Come on." Maestro smiled as he held the door 
open. Luckily he didn't expect Erec and Griffin to get to the door quickly. But 
even then, nothing else of interest jumped out before they left. 

The click of the lock behind them sounded very final. Erec felt like breaking 
the door down and tearing the entire room apart to find out more information. 
But that was a straight ticket to the wrong side of cell block ten, he figured, so he 
quietly followed Maestro to the food hall. 
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CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN Special 
Delivery 


HE ONLY THING that looked half-edible in the food hall was a ham 
sandwich. When Erec first took a bite, he choked so badly he wondered if it was 
poisoned--but then he realized it just tasted terrible. He really missed the Serving 
Tray. Griffin, though, didn't mind shoveling in the yellowish gruel that the others 
at the table ate. Then again, he had been stuck for hundreds of years with 
nightmarish rat stew, so anything tasted good to him. 
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They excused themselves quickly and found that the room they had stayed in 
was still empty. Griffin shut the door and pulled the folder he had taken from 
under his smock. "I found something about yer girlfriend, cap'n. Her name is 
Bethany, right?" 

Erec's heart nearly stopped. "What? Let me see." He threw the stack of papers 
on the desk and sat down. Most of it was transcriptions of Bethany's memories 
that had been projected from her mind. "This whole packet is age seven. It starts 


in January. Dead of winter and Earl Evirly has her chained all day to his 
newsstand. When she cleans and does work, he gives her candy. Otherwise, she 
goes hungry.” He threw the papers down. "Makes me sick. That guy was posing 
as her uncle, because Baskania ordered him to keep watch over her after he 
killed her real parents." He shuddered. "At least when I get her out of here, she'll 
have a good life to go back to. That's one thing I'll be happy to think about." 

"You'll be with her, right? Yer makin’ it sound like you're not coming back." 

Erec didn't respond. He flipped through pages of Bethany's memories. 
Reading them didn't feel right--it was too much like spying, like reading her 
diary. And they wouldn't help him find her either. "Wait! Here's something 
different in the back." He spread stacks of tests that Bethany had taken across the 
desk, from math to free association to personality tests. 

"They're keeping 'er busy, looks like." Griffin shook his head. "What do they 
want with 'er, anyway?" 

"She's supposed to know something important. A prophecy said 'the secret of 
the Final Magic is hidden in the mind of the smallest child of the greatest seer of 
the first king of Alypium.' That's her. My father, King Piter, is the first king of 
Alypium. His greatest seer was Bethany's mother, before she was killed. Her 
name was Ruth Cleary. Bethany has one sibling, Pi, and he's older. 
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So somewhere in her mind is this secret that's supposed to show Baskania the 
way to rule the world. Which is pretty much what the Final Magic would let him 
do. My dad said that it would make him go mad and destroy everything, so let's 
hope he doesn't figure this out soon." 

"And does Bethany know the secret, then?" 

Erec shrugged. "She doesn't think so. But she's a math genius. No, that's not a 
strong enough word for it. She can speak math, if you know what I mean. So she 
probably does have it in her mind somewhere. . . ." 

The pages didn't contain any more information. Erec pushed them aside and 
stood. 

"Well, lookie here." Griffin placed a fat finger on one of the papers. 

Erec grabbed the sheet. Right at the top of the page was written: "Bethany 
Cleary. Age 14. Prisoner #741-147. Contained unit, lab tower. High security." 

"You did it!" Erec jumped for joy. "We found her. Now we just have to find 
the lab tower." 

"It says 'high security," Griffin pointed out. 

"I figured it would be. So we know where Bethany is, and where the others 
are. I'm going to put on the Seeing Eyeglasses and try to find Kyron." 

Erec thought about his friend, Kyron, and how great it was to see him again. 
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He hoped he was okay, and hadn't been captured yet. With Kyron on his mind, 
he put the Seeing Eyeglasses on. 

He was marching in a corridor, moving alongside soldiers. Where was Kyron? 
Was he captured? But he could see no prisoner anywhere. Finally he noticed the 
face of the soldier marching next to him. 

"Kyron?" he whispered. 
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Kyron jumped in shock and looked around, then fell back into step with the 
other soldiers. 

Now wasn't the right time to talk to him, but Erec was glad that he was okay. 

"Why don't ya use those things to talk to that girlfriend of yers and just ask 'er 
where they're keepin’ 'er at?" 

"I doubt she knows what it's called, or directions to get there. I haven't told her 
we're here yet. I want to, but Baskania is a mind reader. If she knows, then he'll 
probably know too, as soon as he's back." 

"Looks like ee's going to hear it anyways, from both the shadow demon and 
that Ajax Hunter fella." 

True enough, Erec thought, forming his plan. He had three places he needed to 
go, as soon as possible. Cell block ten, the lab tower contained unit, and army 
security headquarters--to find the alarm clock that was somehow set to free 
Wandabelle. 

If they only had a map of the fortress, the rescues would be so much easier. 
Erec had an idea where cell block ten was, from Jam's description, but even that 
might be hard to find. A few of the blind followers seemed kind and trusting 
enough to ask questions, but he didn't want to raise anyone's suspicions. 

At one point a group of soldiers hurried through, checking in rooms, but 
nobody noticed them. "I bet they're looking for us." 

"Aye." 

They wandered into an area filled with magical instruments, from all kinds of 
remote controls to magical weapons, vanishing caps, and MagicLights, as well 
as things Erec had never seen before. 

A tall, thin man in a long black cloak swept before them. "What are you two 
doing here? No servants are allowed in these quarters. Don't you know 
anything?" 
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"Sorry, sir," Erec said. "We were just curious." 

"Well, don't be." The man snickered. "Takes a brain to be curious. Now, off 
with you dunces, before I practice with one of these weapons on you." He 
wagged a finger at them, and dunce caps appeared on Erec and Griffin's heads, 


on top of their hoods. 

He heard Griffin snarl, which worried him. If Griffin picked a fight, they'd be 
found out right away. Plus, they were supposed to be blind. "Shh." He winked at 
Griffin, getting a great idea. Under his smock Erec felt for the Doubler Charm 
that Wandabelle had given him. He waved it back and forth under the cloth, 
unsure if it would work. 

A blast of wind puffed under Erec's smock, so he spun around to hide it. "Let's 
go," he said. "Sorry to bother you." 

As he walked to the door a small bolt of lightning formed in the air and shot 
toward him. He couldn't see it enter the pendant, but was sure it did. Then two 
identical beams burst out again, zinging toward the people behind him. 

Erec hoped he had blocked the light beams, and that nobody noticed. He 
glanced behind him to see the men talking together, paying no attention to the 
lowly servants who were leaving. 

Suddenly four of them were wearing dunce caps on their heads. A fight arose 
among them, accusing one another of making them appear, as Erec and Griffin 
snuck out. 

Erec almost giggled, but bit his tongue. He heard a small snort from Griffin. 

"So tha's how that charm works?" Griffin said once they were in the hallway. 

"Yeah. It's just for fun, really. You can't direct where it goes. But it's all I have 
from Wandabelle, so I'm holding onto it." He gave it a squeeze and hoped that 
someone would rescue her before it was too late. 

mK OK OK 
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Erec and Griffin walked down a hall with purpose, as if they knew just where 
they were headed. Actually, they had no clue. Somehow, something would give 
them a lead to where Bethany was. It had to--time was ticking. If only Erec 
knew what to do... 

Wood-framed glass double doors appeared at the end of hallway, immediately 
attracting Erec's interest. He could tell that they led to someplace official. Could 
this be the Army Security Headquarters, maybe? 

But as they approached, a sign near the doors became visible, reading 
LEYEBRARY. 

"That's odd," Erec said. "Want to take a look?" 

They pulled their hoods forward more, and Erec hunched over. With his 
backpack under his smock he was sure he looked ancient. 

The leyebrary did not contain books. Instead, jars and jars of eyes floating in 
liquid filled the shelves of the massive space. Erec could hear Griffin gagging 
quietly under his hood. The eyes didn't bother him, but he could not believe how 


many were there. Somehow he thought that Baskania carried inside him all of 
the eyes he had taken from people--they emerged for him to see through 
whenever he needed to look through the other eye of its owner, and to read their 
thoughts. But he had thousands here, all categorized into sections such as 
"politicians," "athletes," and "recent additions." 

A woman sat at a desk, thumbing through stacks of index cards. "What do you 
have, a new deposit?" 

Erec tried to make his voice sound old, but probably just came across like he 
had a bad cold. "Just checking to see if you need help. We have some time free 
now." 

The woman flipped through a file cabinet. "Well, you can run a delivery for 
me. We have a few new ones in that the boss wants now. They've just been 
processed and are ready for use. One of these is really important, they say--it has 
to go in right away." She stood up 
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and gathered a few small jars of eyes and put them on a tray. "Ajax Hunter 
will be taking these personally. Now run along." 

Erec made his voice scratchy. "Um... Where can we find Ajax Hunter now?" 

She looked irritated. "How should I know? You delivery types are supposed to 
have all that information. You better hurry along." 

Griffin carried the tray--apparently the woman thought he would be better at 
holding the precious cargo than his hoarse humpbacked companion. They stole 
back down the hallway, Griffin gagging all the way. 

"Take these." He thrust the tray at Erec. "I can't look at 'em" 

Erec took over the tray. Ten small jars held floating lumps, some of which 
were looking at him. Names were written on the lids. Robert Jeho. Carly 
Stampers. Marty Allen. Red Friedman. Oscar Felix. 

Erec almost dropped the tray. His stomach rose into his throat. "I have to sit 
down. Quick." 

"I knew them eyes would get to yas." 

They found a room filled with computers and rows of people at desks. At an 
empty table by the front, Erec collapsed into a chair. "This." He tapped the jar 
with Oscar's name on it. "This is my good friend. Oscar Felix." He wanted to say 
more, but choked on the words, glad that his hood was hiding the tears rolling 
down his face. 

"Cap'n." Griffin lowered his head. "We will avenge this, right?" 

Erec shrugged. "I'd be happy just to leave this place safely with everyone. 
Revenge sounds like a luxury. I wish I knew if Baskania forced him to do this, or 
just talked him into it. I don't know if it even matters, either way." He shuddered 


with revulsion, then grabbed Oscar's eye jar. "Well, I'm not letting it happen. 
We're stealing it back so Oscar can put his eye back in." He paused. "Maybe you 
should find Oscar after we're done here and give it to him. I guess I won't make 
it that far." 
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"Don't think that way, cap'n. I'll fight to the death to get you back home alive." 

"I know, Griffin. Thank you, by the way. You're a real friend." 

"Aw, shucks, cap'n. Now yer making me get all soppy. Let's shut up about this 
before I have to sock ye one, okay?" 

Erec agreed. Getting socked by Griffin was not what he needed at the 
moment, on top of everything else. 

He stashed Oscar's eye in his backpack and stood up. "We're saving Oscar. 
And maybe we'll get Ajax Hunter in trouble, too. We're delivery guys now. I 
guess that's a good reason to learn where everything is in the fortress--like the 
Army Security Headquarters, the lab tower contained unit, and cell block ten, 
right?" 

After asking around, they finally found the office known as delivery central. 
Smocked blind followers, with and without hoods, canes, and trays, bustled in 
and out. Erec and Griffin got in a line. Locators, sitting behind a counter, gave 
information about where people were at the moment for deliveries. 

Griffin tapped Erec's shoulder. "Turn around, cap'n." 

Before them on the wall--nonsensically, as the deliverers were blind--was 
painted a schematic map of each floor of the fortress. Some of the blind servants 
ran a hand across it as if they were looking for something, which was when he 
saw that the paint was raised, with Braille words as well as painted ones 
describing the rooms. 

"Try not to look like we're staring at it," Erec whispered. "Remember, we're 
blind.” He stayed in line and stood still, studying the maps. There was the front 
entrance. Here is where they turned and followed the hallways into the servants' 
quarters. The lunch room, the leyebrary . . . what floor were the archives on? Oh, 
on the sixth. 

Jam, Melody, and Jack had been taken straight back from the front door. Jam 
said they took elevators to the eleventh floor and followed 

372 

passages back. .. . There they were! Erec's breath caught. He saw rows of cell 
blocks on the eleventh floor. He stepped out of line and ran his finger over it as if 
he were blind. Cell block ten. Right there. 

Kyron had run the opposite way. That led straight into the army wing. Floors 
and floors of training facilities, research and development, officer entertainment, 


sleeping quarters . . . and on the top, thirtieth floor, the Security Headquarters. 
There it was. The alarm clock that could save Wandabelle from the Nightmare 
Realm. 

Now where was the lab tower? He felt himself shaking. If he could just see it, 
and know where Bethany was, how close they finally were. Not on the first 
floor. Not on the second. He couldn't find it anywhere. Then he noticed other 
maps off to the side that didn't fit in with the rest. They were small, round floor 
plans, broken into levels. . . . Towers! Here were maps of dozens of the towers 
that sprouted from the huge complex. 

Where was it? He traced a finger along some of them, running it over the 
Braille to fit in with the others. Many weren't labeled, some were dungeon 
towers, which sounded ghastly. A sorcery tower--that was a big one--and a few 
empty ones... 

Then he spotted it. The lab tower. It wasn't tall, just six stories. And the top 
level was labeled CONTAINED. 

Erec rested a finger on it. Bethany was right there. So close now. 

Everything he wanted was within his reach. 

They had kept the tray of eyes, which made roaming around the complex look 
more official, but took a few more of the jars off and left them under a desk in an 
empty room. When the tray finally was turned in--not that Erec planned on doing 
it himself--it might throw more suspicion on him if only Oscar's was missing. If 
it was just one of several misplaced eyes, nobody would make the connection 
right away. 
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The room they stayed in was still empty, so they went back inside to make 
plans. Erec decided to try looking for Kyron again. He thought about how good 
of a friend he was, and how much he missed having Kyron around. Then he 
slipped the Seeing Eyeglasses on. 

Suddenly he was in a huge mess hall full of uniformed men chowing down on 
dinner. Kyron sat at a crowded table, speaking to nobody and eating some gray 
slop. 

"Kyron," Erec whispered. But the noise level was so loud that Kyron didn't 
hear a thing. 

Erec could talk louder without anyone noticing. Everyone around Kyron was 
wrapped up in conversations--they probably wouldn't notice another voice 
nearby. "Kyron. Kyron! " 

Kyron glanced up in shock, then looked around. 

"Kyron, it's me. I'm right here, but you can't see me." 

Kyron continued to search around him and under the table. 


"Go somewhere quiet. Can you get away? Just get up and go." 

A few people around Kyron started to look at him funny as he was staring at 
the ceiling and then looking under his plate. An officer nearby tapped his head to 
hint that Kyron was crazy. 

Erec sighed in frustration. "It's me, Erec. I'm wearing glasses that let me see 
you, and you can hear me. Leave that place, okay? Go!" 

Though mystified, Kyron got up and walked toward the door. 

"Do you have a room, or somewhere quiet to go?" 

Kyron jumped when he heard Erec's voice, as if he was not expecting it again. 
"Erec? Can you hear me?" 

"Yes, I can hear you. But so can everyone else, so stay quiet. Find someplace 
where you are alone so nobody hears me, either." 

Kyron went into a narrow hallway that led to an empty room stacked with 
bunk beds. He sat down on one. "Are you still here?" He looked around the 
room. 

"I am right next to you, but you can't see me. I can see you, though. 
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These glasses I have are magical. They let me see people I miss." 

He nodded. "Did they catch you and Griffin?" 

"No. We saw you escape, and we stayed hidden. What happened when you ran 
away?" 

"I got lucky. The halls were pretty deserted, and I kept going until I got lost. 
This army officer came out in the hall and grabbed me--I thought it was going to 
come to a fight, but he had no clue who I was. He assumed I was one of the new 
recruits trying to escape. So he sat me down with a 'Look, Sonny’ talk about how 
there was no way out, and it was my time to serve humanity, all that. Tossed me 
into this barracks filled with bunk beds, so I found an empty one and fell asleep. 
Everyone assumes I'm just another new guy. They even gave me fatigues." 

"Good. We got lucky too. And we found out where Bethany is. Jam, Melody, 
and Jack are in cell block ten. We need to meet you somewhere and try to get 
them out." 

"I'm ready anytime. I don't know my way around this place, though." 

"Have you heard of the Army Security Headquarters? It's up on the thirtieth 
floor of the military wing." 

Kyron shook his head. "Why?" 

"We need to get something up there. It's really important. I think it will be 
hard to find, and I'm sure it's highly guarded." 

"What is it?" Kyron leaned forward, interested. 

"An alarm clock." 


Kyron raised an eyebrow. "I don't think I heard you right. An alarm clock?" 

"Yep." 

"We're risking our lives to get a highly guarded alarm clock?" 

"Yes. It's more than just a regular alarm clock, though. It's the only hope for 
Wandabelle--the Clown Fairy. Its alarm is set to let 
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her leave Nightmare Realm, and we have to free her before Baskania comes 
for her." 

"Okay, then. Let me check into it. No need for you guys to risk your necks 
going up there." 

"I don't know, Kyron. Griffin would be pretty angry if you had a good sword 
fight without him, I think." 

Griffin slammed his hand down on the table. "What did Kyron say? Planning 
to get that clock without us? Tell him I'll do him in meself if he doesn't take me 
along." 

"Did you hear that, Kyron?" Erec said. "Why don't we meet you and we'll all 
go up? What floor are you on?" 

They made arrangements to meet at a mess hall on the third floor of the army 
wing. After one more peek at the maps in delivery central, memorizing all that 
they could, they picked their way through the fortress more easily. Everyone 
stepped out of their way when they saw the eyeballs Erec was carrying, avoiding 
him as if he was diseased. 

Erec laughed. He fit in so well here--with a hunchback, a hooded smock, and 
a tray of eyeballs--that nobody bothered them. Kyron looked right past them as 
they approached, then jumped when Erec's voice came from under his hood. 

"Is that... ?" 

"It's us." 

"But what's that... You don't look right. .. ." 

"Shh. It's my backpack." 

"Oohhh." 

They found the elevator and took it to the thirtieth floor. Griffin held his 
sabers under his smock. Kyron had fitted his sword inside his shirt back. 

"Any ideas of what we're going to do?" Kyron asked. 

Erec shook his head. "Just see if we can find out where the alarm 
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clock is. We could always sneak back later and try to steal it." 

Kyron nodded. "I have an idea." 

The elevator opened into a small room. A secretary sat behind a tall counter 
and a burly guard stood at the end of it, before a closed door. Both of them 


looked up when Erec, Kyron, and Griffin filed out of the elevator. Erec figured 
they must not have many unexpected visitors. 

Kyron smiled broadly. "I've been asked to get an updated list of everything 
stored up here, and where it is. Ajax Hunter wants it right away." 

The secretary sighed, annoyed. She glanced through Erec and Griffin as 
though servants were invisible. "It's going to take me a while to update it. Do 
you want to come back in an hour?" 

Erec cheered inside at Kyron's idea. How perfect--a list would show where 
things were. It made sense that she would be organized. 

Kyron leaned on the counter. "Would you like to be the one to tell Mr. Hunter 
that he can't have his list now? Should I bring him here, so you can explain your 
limitations to him? Or can you think of another way to make this work?" 

She was flustered. "Hhff. I'll try and do it quicker, then. But I can only work 
so fast. Will he settle for an older version--like last week's?" 

Kyron conferred with Erec, who nodded slightly. "I suppose so. But... what 
would probably be better is to give me last week's list, and then I'll walk through 
and look at any new items. I can add them myself." 

The secretary looked doubtful. "Do you have a top-security pass on you? 
That's the only way you can go in. Plus, it would take you as long as it takes me 
to find everything." 

"That's no problem," Kyron said. "I don't need to find all of it. I know the 
specific things Ajax is looking for. So it will be quick." He held his hand out for 
a paper. 
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"What about your security pass? That's a requirement to get into the vaults. I 
haven't seen you up here before." 

Kyron held out his hands. "Why would Ajax need to give me a pass? He 
assumed you would be up-to-date by now, and have the new list ready. If I go 
back empty-handed it'll be your head, not mine. I have these guys as my 
witnesses." He waved a hand toward Erec and Griffin. "I'm taking them with me 
to deliver fresh eyes to Ajax along with the papers. So let's go." 

The secretary seemed unsure what to do. "T'm sorry," she said slowly, "but I 
have to follow the rules. Nobody can go back without a pass." 

"Okay." Kyron shrugged. "It's your head on a post, not mine. Just give me last 
week's papers and I'll tell Ajax that was the best you could do." 

She put her head into her hand. "It's not my fault." Her voice cracked. "I'm 
overworked. I don't have enough time in the day to do everything they expect. 
Now I'm going to get in trouble for it?" 

Kyron sounded sympathetic. "Look, we're all overworked here. Why don't we 


figure out another way to handle this?" He pointed at the guard. "What if he goes 
back there with me? I'm sure he's got a pass. That'll keep my visit on the up-and- 
up, right?" 

She shrugged. "I guess. It's not protocol, but..." 

"Great. Get me the old list and let's go." 

He grabbed the papers and a pen from the desk. The guard didn't look thrilled 
either about accompanying Kyron back into the storage rooms. 

"Well, come along then." Kyron impatiently waved Erec and Griffin to come. 
"We don't have all day." 

"Um, they're not allowed to go back there." The secretary stood up, 
concerned. 

"I can't let them out of my sight. Well, not them, exactly. But the 
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precious cargo they're holding. You can't expect me to leave those eyes 
unattended? Unless you have the authority to carry them, and then you can come 
back with me, and they'll wait out here." 

"But..." She finally surrendered. "Just--just go quick and get it over with." 

"Thanks, ma'am." Kyron nodded, and Erec and Griffin followed him and the 
guard into the storage rooms. 

They looked around in wonder at the shelves piled with all kinds of rare 
treasures. It was too bad Oscar wasn't here, Erec thought. He had the inborn 
magical gift of being able to tell if things were valuable just by looking at them. 
Of course, everything here was probably valuable. 

A chill ran through him when he realized that a part of Oscar was with him 
right now, in his backpack. He would have to remember to give his backpack to 
Jam when they left, so he could find Oscar and give him his eye back. 

Odd crystals glowed in different colors on shelves, and some large boxes 
hummed and shook. One peculiar object caught Erec's eye. It was a small block 
of amber with something inside it. When he looked closer, he saw a bee trapped 
inside the block, petrified there. The poor thing, he thought. It reminded him of 
the missing bees in Upper Earth. What was Baskania planning to do with this 
thing? 

Nobody was looking, so he ran a hand over the shelf and swiped it off, putting 
it in his pocket under the smock. Stealing from an evil sorcerer seemed like 
doing a good deed, somehow. 

"Okay, where are the newer items?" Kyron asked the guard. 

The guard shrugged. "There are some in every room. Here." He waved at an 
area, then walked into another room, annoyed. 

"I see." Kyron picked an object off a table, examined it, and jotted on his 


paper. He frowned, making more notes, then looked up. "Where is the alarm 
clock? I know that is one issue of concern. It might have to be moved." 
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"Over in that room." The guard thumbed in another direction. "In the locked 
trunk." 

"Hmm." Everyone followed Kyron into the room. "Locked, huh? And you 
have the key, right?" 

The guard took a keychain from his pocket. "You need to see it?" 

"T'd better." Kyron tried to sound official, but Erec could hear the excitement 
in his voice. 

After jangling the keys a bit, the guard found the right one and fit it into the 
lock. He threw the lid open and stood back, as if this was his usual procedure. 

The box shook a bit, then a pair of tiny hinged, metallic limbs appeared over 
its side. A moving alarm clock pulled itself out of the box, stretched, took a few 
steps, looked around, then plopped down as if disappointed she was still in the 
vaults. 

And it was definitely a "she." Erec thought it looked identical to his lifelike 
alarm clock from home, except with feminine eyes and a bow on top of its face. 
His mother had bought his from a Vulcan store, but for some reason he had 
always thought his was the only one. 

So, this was the alarm clock that was set to save Wandabelle? Interesting. He 
supposed it would be able to do more than a normal clock, anyway. 

Griffin exclaimed, "Hmph!" Erec hoped he didn't attract attention, but the 
guard took no notice. 

"I see." Kyron picked the thing up, its tiny metal legs kicking. "We'll just have 
to take this back with us. Ajax Hunter wants to get it ready for use now." 

"Put it back." The guard pointed at the box. "Nothing goes out of here. 
Nothing." 

"Now, see here--" 

"That means no." He walked closer to Kyron and pulled out a remote control. 
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Erec gasped. Kyron's sword was no match for magic. 

Magic. The only thing Erec could think to do, fast, was waggle his finger at 
the remote control. Pull. Move. 

Erec felt the familiar power well up inside, then shoot out of his fingertip 
toward the guard. Commanding magic was like riding a bicycle--it got easier 
every time he did it. 

The remote shot from the guard's hand toward him. The guard drew back, 
stunned, then assumed Kyron had done it. "You! Hands up!" He pulled a wooden 


club out of his holster and raised it, looking for his remote. 

Kyron put his hands up, reaching behind his back for his sword. Then he 
brought it down fast, knocking the guard's club clear across the room. Griffin 
started to react, but Erec grabbed him. "Let Kyron get him," he whispered. "No 
use alerting them about two blind servants as well as a military guy." 

Griffin reluctantly stepped back as Kyron forced the guard against the wall, 
still holding the wiggling clock. Nobody wanted to hurt the guard, but they did 
not see anything to lock him in or tie him up with so they could escape. Kyron 
raised his sword again. 

"No!" Erec gasped. There had to be another way. Maybe he could try using 
finger magic. The rope that Ajax Hunter had used on Jam, Jack, and Melody 
worked well. Erec doubted he could do it, but tried to imagine the rope spinning 
from his finger. Concentrate. The same power surged through him. Somewhere 
in his mind, he was able to take that and spin it into a black cord that spun 
straight from his finger toward the guard. It wrapped around him, tight, sealing 
itself off at its end. 

Kyron blinked in surprise. "You did that?" He tossed the clock to Erec, who 
caught it carefully. He grabbed a sheet that was folded on one of the shelves, 
wrapped the clock inside it, and stuffed it into his backpack. 
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The secretary looked blasé as they left. "Done already?" 

"Yep. The guard said he'll be out in a few minutes." 

"All right. Over here, then." She pulled a black stick out from behind the 
counter and walked toward Kyron. 

"What's this?" 

"Just the usual check. I have to make sure you don't have any of the stored 
items on your person." She ran it up and down over Kyron, finding nothing. 

Erec tensed. He could see Kyron scratching his shoulder, ready to grab for his 
sword when she ran her scan stick over Erec. But instead she walked back to the 
counter. "All right. See you later." 

The lowly blind followers were so completely trusted they didn't even merit a 
check. What would one of them do with a valuable item, anyway? 

The three had run far from the army wing before the guard could get loose. 
Erec found another long, hooded smock in their room and gave it to Kyron. 
"Time to change personas again." 

"What about you?" Kyron asked. "A hunchbacked servant won't be too hard to 
find." 

Erec slid his backpack to his front. "What about a potbellied one? That should 
throw them off our track." He laughed. So far the plan was going perfectly. Soon 


he would find Bethany. Wandabelle would be freed. And he... 

Don't think about that, he told himself. Just think about Bethany. She was all 
that mattered. 
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CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT An 


Interesting Crowd 


HREE BLIND SERVANTS shuffled down the hallway toward the central 
elevators. One was tall and thin, another muscular and stout, and the third had a 
huge belly. They went up to the eleventh floor and wandered back toward the 
concrete cell blocks. 

Guards swarmed in and out of the area. As soon as Erec, Griffin, and Kyron 
stepped foot onto the concrete floor, a guard's head snapped up. 
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"Back!" He waved a stick. "Step back." 

Erec said, "But we're supposed to deliver--" 

"Over here!" the guard shouted. "We've found them!" 

Before Kyron or Griffin could grab their weapons or Erec could think of doing 
magic, a dozen remote controls pointed at them, freezing them to the spot. A 
guard walked over and flipped all three of their hoods back. 

"This one's definitely Erec Rex. The boss'll be happy now." 

"Just in the nick of time, too." Another one nodded. "The Shadow Prince will 
be here tomorrow. It's going to look better with them locked up." 

"Phew." A third guard wiped his brow. "I didn't think we'd be able to do it. 
The place is so big." He laughed. "Until three 'blind servants' walked into the 
prison cell blocks. That was a bit of a giveaway." 

"Should we throw 'em in the same cell as the other ones? Might look good to 
keep them together, like we caught 'em all at the same time--or close to it. This 
will be a great surprise for the Shadow Prince when he gets back." He chuckled. 

The three were unfrozen and dragged straight to cell block ten. Erec wiggled 
his finger and tried to spin a rope out, but he couldn't concentrate. They were 
thrown inside, and the concrete door slammed shut after them. 

After the initial excitement of being reunited, disappointment filled the room. 
Jam was relieved that Erec was all right, but upset that they all were trapped 
now. Griffin kicked the door with loud bangs until he was exhausted, then 
plopped on the floor. 

Erec felt sick. How could they have failed? They were so close to freeing their 
friends. They had to get free. He'd seen it in his vision. 


Then an awful thought occurred to him. He was able to change the future--that 
he knew. What if he had done something different than originally planned, and 
that had changed the outcome of 
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everything? He thought hard, wondering if there were unusual decisions he 
had made. 

Was it the magic? He had spun a rope from his finger. He had never done that 
before. Maybe that wasn't supposed to happen. Maybe that changed everything. 

But what else could they have done to get away? If he hadn't used the rope, 
Kyron might have killed the guard with his sword. Or maybe the guard would 
have chased them somewhere and they would still be safe. They still had to 
rescue their friends, though. 

Well, it was too late to worry about it now. Baskania would be here tomorrow. 
At least everyone was alive. 

Even though the cell was crowded, Erec decided to put his Seeing Eyeglasses 
on. This might be the only time he would ever talk to Bethany again. Instantly, 
the room on the top floor of the lab tower appeared. 

She was alone at her desk, eyes closed. "Bethany?" 

Her eyes popped open. "Erec?" She looked terrible. Her eyes were sunken and 
her lips blue. "I'm glad you're here. I don't have a lot longer, you know." 

"I'm really here, Bethany. I'm in the fortress, with you." 

"Oh, Erec." Her voice was faint. "You came for me. I didn't want you to. But . 
. . but I'm glad you're close. I wish we could be together before . . . before this is 
all over." 

More than anything, Erec wanted to say that he was about to save her, that she 
should just hold on and he'd be at her side. "I'm sorry, Bethany." 

"No, Erec. Please. You rescued me already from my awful life. Nothing could 
be as bad as where I was when you found me. I've lived a lifetime of magic since 
then, all in less than a year. This was more than I ever dreamed of. Even if it 
ends this way." 

"IT... You're my best friend, Bethany." 

"You're mine, too, Erec." 

385 

They sat a moment in silence, listening to each other breathe, until it became 
too painful. "Love you," he whispered, and pulled the glasses off his face. 

Even though the cell was full, nobody said a word. 

Erec sat upright on the hard stone bench. Everyone around him was asleep. 
Was it night still? His watch said four in the morning, but he had no idea if it 
magically changed to the right time zone or not. 


He grabbed his backpack and rooted through it. Dragon blood vial, fake 
serving tray, MagicLight. Where was it? There was a glass jar--but he jumped 
when he saw Oscar's eye staring back at him. Erec put it back and dug some 
more. There. Another glass jar. 

This one held Nitrowisherine. 

He had to think hard. Wishing Bethany could escape the lab tower wouldn't 
work. He already had tried that. So the only thing left to do was to wish that all 
of them could be there with her. Then she could drink the dragon blood. 

It was worth a try. The concrete cell was thick, and probably filled with magic. 
Breaking out wouldn't be easy. He decided to use all the Nitrowisherine left in 
the jar--which wasn't a lot--and hope for the best. 

Jam was watching him. "Is young sir okay? Would you like a meal from the 
Serving Tray?" 

"No thanks, Jam." He shook Griffin by the shoulder. "Help me wake everyone 
up, okay?" 

Soon all six of them were sitting up, Melody yawning and Jack stretching. 

"Listen, guys," Erec said quietly. "I have an explosive here called 
Nitrowisherine. After it detonates, it grants you a wish. So I'm going to wish for 
us all to join Bethany, so we can help her escape. Okay?" 
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Jack's jaw dropped open. "You can get us out of here? Oh, man. That's great." 

Melody started jumping up and down. 

"This might not work, guys. Once my mom was a prisoner in King Pluto's 
dungeon. Nitrowisherine was only part of what it took to blast her out." 

Jam thought about that. "Well, dungeons are usually higher security than 
prison cells. The really bad prisoners get moved to the dungeons." 

"Cross your fingers. We'll see soon enough." They all crowded into the corner 
of the cell, arms covering their faces. Erec held the vial of dragon blood to his 
chest. "I'll throw it at the far wall, but the whole room will shake. And be careful 
not to accidentally wish for something before I do, even in your head. I'll wish 
out loud. That should help." 

They steadied themselves as Erec counted. "One...two... three!" He hurled 
the glass jar into the wall across from them. It shattered and then-- 

Ka-boom! The walls and floor shook, knocking them over in a heap. Concrete 
benches dropped from the walls, breaking into pieces. Cracks ran through the 
stone around them as the room continued to shudder. 

"I wish we were all with Bethany in the lab tower!" 

The world grew quiet and still. The room around them instantly expanded--but 
that wasn't right. They were in another room altogether. It was huge, with a high, 


domed ceiling and dust motes floating in the air. Tables nearby were piled with 
papers and odd equipment. Erec peered through the dim lighting. She had to be 
here somewhere. . . . 

Bethany, chained to her desk, seemed so small and weak she almost faded into 
the background. Big red eyes stared back at him in disbelief. She was as pale as 
the piles of papers stacked on her desk. 
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Even the math books here were giving her no comfort. 

He imagined what they must look like, six people appearing at once ina 
tangled heap on the floor, getting up and dusting themselves off. Erec's hood was 
half up, Griffin's was off, but he wasn't somebody Bethany would recognize. She 
probably thought she was imagining this whole thing. 

Erec pulled his hood off and walked up to Bethany. She gazed up at him, arms 
chained tight at her sides to the chair. The metal cones dug into her scalp-- 
Baskania probably used them to pull her memories out. She looked so pathetic. 
Hot tears ran down his cheeks as he smoothed her hair back. 

"Here." He untwisted the vial of dragon blood and held it out. "You better 
drink this right away. I don't know when people will be coming." 

Then he realized that her hands were chained down. "Oh, sorry. Let me do it 
for you." 

Her voice sounded worn-down. "T'I try. I haven't eaten in a while." 

Erec held the vial to her lips, sure that the idea of drinking purple dragon 
blood was disgusting. But she dutifully swallowed. He raised it higher until the 
last drops were gone. 

"We did it, Bethany! That dragon blood broke the Draw Baskania put on you. 
Now we're free to go--once I can get you out of here. Look--Kyron's here! Can 
you believe it? He's got a silver sword. Maybe it can cut through these chains." 

An odd transformation was happening to Bethany as he spoke. At first he was 
worried that the dragon blood was making her sick. She turned a purplish color, 
then a ruddy red. But after that she looked better than he had ever seen her. Her 
skin glowed, and her eyes sparkled. A huge smile spread over her face. 

"You're here!" she cried. "That stuff was great. I mean, it didn't taste 
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great. Kind of like spicy metal. But I've never felt this good--this strong! It's 
like I could break these chains myself." She tugged on one side and then the 
other, and the steel links on both sides snapped like breadsticks. When she 
jumped up, the metal cones in her head popped out, bouncing onto the floor. Her 
skin healed immediately where they had been. "It feels so good to move ! I'm 
surprised I'm not sore and stiff from being tied there for so long, but I guess the 


dragon blood helps that, too." 

Erec remembered one time that he had tasted dragon blood. After his first 
quest he had been badly injured. Patchouli had given him just one drop of her 
blood to heal him, and he felt stronger than a steam engine, all his pain gone. He 
couldn't imagine what Bethany must feel like, having drunk a whole vial of that 
blood. Maybe it was like how he felt when he turned part-dragon. 

Bethany squealed and raced to Erec, throwing her arms around him and 
burying her face in his shoulder. "You did it. You're here, and you saved me. I 
can't believe it!" 

"Don't believe it." A dark voice rang out. Baskania stepped out of the shadows 
with a flourish of his black cape. "As far as I can see, nobody has been saved or 
gone anywhere at all. In fact, it seems to be just the opposite. I return, expecting 
to extract the final memories from my captive. But look! To my great surprise, I 
have several gifts waiting for me. First, someone has finally located your earliest 
memories, Bethany. The ones that were removed from you after your parents 
were killed." He shoved a frightened boy in front of him. "This boy here 
apparently was given your oldest memories at an early age when he was 
adopted. And second, Erec Rex has delivered himself straight to me. What a 
treat! This could not be better." He cackled with glee. 

Baskania had a third eye in the middle of his forehead today, and it was 
glancing around the room. This was not as many as he usually had adorning his 
face--and he wore an eye patch over the hole that 
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still waited for Erec's dragon eye. His silver-gray hair led to a sharp widow's 
peak and his thin lips curled into a sneer. "Oh, I see you've vacated your seat for 
the moment, Bethany. Well, that's good timing, isn't it?" He pushed the boy 
behind the desk where Bethany had been held. "Come on, Ajax. Fasten the 
projectors on to him." 

Ajax Hunter appeared from behind Baskania, metal cones in his hand. The 
boy squirmed and protested as Ajax pushed them into his scalp, but with a wave 
of Ajax's finger the boy froze. 

Baskania smiled. "Always nice to have an audience for exciting events. I 
suppose I will enjoy Bethany seeing her early past, remembering what her 
parents were like before I ordered them to be killed. So sentimental." He 
yawned. "And after we've all enjoyed the nice movie, and the suspense of 
whether or not I have at last learned how to do the Final Magic, then I'll get rid 
of all of you. Erec, I'm delighted to have two dragon eyes now, to accompany my 
new, great powers." 

Everyone's eyes were glued to the screen where the boy's memory 


replacement--Bethany's earliest memories--were projected. But they did not start 
with Bethany as a baby. She looked about three years old, tugging on her 
mother's skirt. "I'm tired," she complained. "Pick me up. I've walked three 
hundred and forty-two steps by myself." She put her arms in the air and jumped. 
"Up-ee! Up! Up!" 

"Now, Bethany." Her mother, Ruth, sighed. "You know it's too hard for me to 
hold you now. It won't be much longer, maybe a few weeks, okay? Why don't 
you sit down and think about how many seconds there are in two weeks, okay?" 

She bent and patted Bethany on the head. But something about Ruth's shape 
caught everybody's eye. 

When she stood, her condition was obvious. 

Bethany's mother was pregnant. 

Baskania swung around to Bethany. "Is this true? Do you have 
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a younger sibling?" 

She shrugged, frightened. "I . . . I don't remember. I didn't know I had any 
siblings before. That memory was all taken from me." 

Baskania growled. "Forward this a few weeks." 

Ajax flicked his head at the projector, and the movie spun ahead in time. 
Bethany was on a couch holding a tiny, bald baby in her arms, kissing its 
forehead. Her older brother, Pi, raced by. "Don't drop him! Cuz he won't bounce, 
he'll just hit, right there, on the floor, and slide three point seven eight inches, 
and then he'll get hurt and cry, and you will be in trouble!" 

Bethany watched her young self in the movie, eyes wide and glistening. "I 
have a baby brother," she whispered. 

"He's not a baby anymore." Erec said. "We'll find him." 

"No." Baskania's voice was controlled, furious. “T'I find him. You have a 
younger sibling. Do you know what this means? I've wasted all of my time with 
you. The prophecy wasn't about you. You weren't the youngest child of the 
greatest seer of the first king of Alypium. I need your little brother." He raised 
his fist. "You'll all pay for this! There's no need to keep any of you alive one 
second longer." Baskania pointed a finger at Bethany and a black mist shot out 
toward her. 

Erec stepped in to shield her, and the mist was sucked straight into his Amulet 
of Virtues. 

"I'd forgotten about that thing,” Baskania said, sneering. "That will make my 
job a little trickier. But you're my captives now. I have all the time in the world 
to destroy you." 

"We are not your captives." Erec took a step closer to him. "We're leaving, 


right now. You can't stop us." 

Baskania pointed at Erec again and again, sending daggers, ropes, and 
lightning bolts at him, but all of them were sucked right into his amulet. 

"You see?" Erec raised his hands. "You can't hurt me now." 

Baskania's face was dark with anger. "So foolish. So very, very 
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foolish. You'll find out before long just what I can do to you. But, in the 
meantime, I'd like you to try to find Bethany, to rescue her at all." With a 
flourish, the air in the room rippled. Bethany stepped apart into two identical 
Bethanys, who stepped apart to make four, then eight, and on and on until the 
room was full of identical girls. 

Cackling, Baskania pointed at one Bethany after the next, sending black puffs 
of air that knocked them to the ground. "Isn't this fun? It's like a game. Will I kill 
the real Bethany before you can find her? Too bad there's no way for you to tell 
the difference!" 

Shocked, Erec looked around wildly. What could he do? In a half-formed 
thought he grabbed the Doubler charm that Wandabelle had given him. Its power 
was unpredictable, but maybe he could use it to make even more Bethanys. That 
would protect the one real one until he could find her. 

He waved the shiny charm in the air, hoping that it picked up the spell that had 
multiplied Bethany, and not the little deathly blasts Baskania was making. 
Please, he begged. It was a much larger spell, and it had made that gigantic 
ripple through the room. 

A blast of wind raced through the room, and a ripple of lightning zipped 
through the air, straight at Erec. Baskania watched, confused, as the light entered 
Erec's pendant, and two identical bolts shot out into the air. They spun a moment 
as if deciding where to go. Then one turned back and hit Erec, and another 
headed straight for Baskania. 

Erec had a strange feeling, like something was coming alive inside him. He 
wanted to pull away from it, and when he did, another version of himself stepped 
out and stood at his side, staring at him in awe. Then both of them felt it again, 
and soon there were four Erecs, then eight. The room was getting mobbed with 
Erecs, Bethanys . . . and Baskanias! The Doubler charm had hit him with the 
spell too, and the room filled in chaos with imitation people. 

Soon the feeling ended, but the room was packed with individuals 
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who looked just like him, Baskania, and Bethany. All of the Baskanias glared 
around the room, pointing at people, but Erec noticed that no smoke was coming 
from their fingers. They must have been doing the same thing that the original 


Baskania was, but without his powers. 

Good. So they were just crowding the room, getting in the way. He called for 
Bethany, but after he did, all of the other Erecs started calling for her too. Not in 
a chorus, and not even in the exact same way. But they were all looking around, 
searching, just as Erec was. 

The Bethanys were answering "Yes?" all over the room. It would be 
impossible to find Bethany in this mess and get her out of here. 

Jack, Jam, and Griffin were stunned. Erec could not even see Melody or 
Kyron in the crowd. He had to figure out a way to determine which of these 
Bethanys was real. The other ones probably didn't have her math powers. He 
asked a Bethany by his side, "What's two thousand divided by two?" 

She shrugged and went back to calling out for Erec, not even caring that she 
had just spoken to him. So, the imitations really only cared about imitating the 
originals, then. They had no agenda of their own. 

Baskanias stalked through the crowds glowering and pointing at Erecs and 
Bethanys. But Erec noticed something strange. One of the figures walking by 
had Erec's head on Baskania's body. How did that happen? 

Then he saw the cause. A Bethany and Baskania imitation crashed into each 
other by accident and combined on the spot into an odd-looking creature that 
looked like Bethany's legs and arms coming from Baskania's body and head. The 
clothing was strange in configuration, too, with his cloak tucked into her jeans. 
The resulting figure took turns acting like Bethany and Baskania as if that was 
totally normal. 

He scanned the crowd for a Bethany that was doing things before the others, 
but it was too hard to tell which was leading. If only he 
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could see the difference, and find her, maybe they could escape in all the 
chaos. ... 

Wait! A thought flashed into his head. The eyeglass shop! He was the only one 
who could see the magical frames, because of his dragon eyes. Maybe that 
would work here, too. 

He spun his eyes in his head, and everything glowed bright green. The 
imitation people that filled the room looked almost see-through. Bethany was off 
to the side of the room, smashed in a crowd of imitations. The real Baskania was 
coming closer to him, zapping imitations as he walked. 

Something bumped into him, hard ... literally into him. One of the imitation 
people had collided with him. Erec looked down at himself, afraid to discover 
that he had become some odd combination of parts. 

But instead he appeared completely like Baskania. Seeing himself look like 


his worst enemy, someone who terrified him, took his breath away for a moment. 
Had he become Baskania, then? Was he an imitation now? 

But his mind was working just fine. He was in control of his body. He tried to 
use his dragon eyes again, but they wouldn't work at all. Somehow, having this 
imitation skin over him was messing with his powers. 

The real Baskania came into view. Real magic shot from his finger, knocking 
people over. That gave Erec an idea. He wiggled a finger, trying to send 
Baskania up into the air. Power welled inside him, and he could feel it come all 
the way to his fingertip . . . but then it was blocked. He couldn't do any magic 
with this Baskania skin on. 

That led him to another thought. If the fake Baskania covering him took away 
all of his powers, then maybe that would work the other way, too. He shoved his 
way through the crowd until he was at the side of the real Baskania--who took 
no notice of him, looking 

394 

as he was. Erec grabbed an imitation Erec firmly and shoved it hard, straight 
into Baskania. 

The Erec imitation combined with the real Baskania. What was left was 
someone who looked just like Erec. 

Baskania, looking like Erec, scowled at himself angrily. "What's this about?" 
He growled, pointing at himself, but nothing happened. He shook his finger. 
"What's wrong with me?" He pointed at an Erec imitation and realized he could 
do no magic with the Erec skin on. 

Erec grinned with relief. It was time to find Bethany. He called for her--and 
soon all of the Baskanias were calling for Bethany. Great, he thought. Just what 
he wanted, to be the new leader of a band of imitations of his arch enemy. 

The Erecs were cursing and growling, in imitation of their new leader. 

Erec shoved through the room to where he had seen Bethany. Right in the 
middle of the tangle was one who looked at him fearfully, and ducked behind 
some imitations. That had to be her, he thought. The others didn't pay attention 
to him. 

"Bethany!" he called out. But he realized his voice was now Baskania's. How 
would she know it was really him? "It's me, Erec," he called to her. "We 
switched bodies. It's really me. We have to get out of here!" 

She peeked at him, doubtful, and shuddered when she saw him. All around 
them Baskanias were calling out, "It's me, Erec!" 

"Come on." He held out his hand. "Would Baskania know that I said I loved 
you last night?" 

"He might." Bethany stepped forward. "But he also would have tried to kill 


me by now. This isn't quite his . . . style. I can tell it's you." 

The Baskanias were not able to keep up with their exact conversation, but they 
were chattering animatedly with the Bethanys in the room. Erec threw his arms 
around her, but Bethany pushed 
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him back. "Sorry. I'm not quite ready to hug Baskania yet." 

Laughing, he grabbed Bethany's wrist and headed for their other friends. The 
Erecs were screaming, "You idiot. It's me!" and the Baskanias were dragging 
Bethanys behind them. 

Kyron, Griffin, Jack, Jam, and Melody were gathered in a tight cluster, 
watching in amazement. The boy who had Bethany's memory was standing with 
them now. When Erec walked up to them, holding Bethany, they all cowered. 

"Guys," he whispered. "It's me, Erec. Long story, but you have to believe me. 
We're getting out of here now." 

Bethany nodded. "It's really him. You guys ready to go?" 

Melody looked doubtful. "You don't look like Erec." 

"I know. But Baskania doesn't look like himself either now. That's a good 
thing. He can't use his powers--for now, at least." 

"He sounds like me cap'n. Kind of." Griffin scowled. "If yer me cap'n, tell me 
what my job was in the Nightmare Realm." 

Erec laughed, wishing his laugh sounded less spooky. "You were the best 
toilet cleaner there was. Just needed a little help from a big water-hose-snake- 
thing." 

"It's him," Griffin declared. "Let's go!" 

They all grabbed hands and headed through the crowds toward the door. All of 
the Erecs were facing a bewildered Ajax Hunter, screaming at him. "If I only had 
my powers I'd skin you alive, Ajax." 

Erec walked up to Ajax, trying to speak in arrogant, low tones. "Pathetic, 
aren't they? Lock them all up. I've got Bethany and the others. I'm going to take 
care of them personally. Don't let me be disturbed." 

Ajax nodded. "Of course, my prince." He bowed. "I'm sorry. If there was 
anything I could have done--" 

"T'll deal with you later," Erec sneered, as did all of the Baskanias behind him. 
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"Don't listen to that thing! It's not me!" one of the Erecs screamed, followed 
by the others. 

Erec did not stay to see what happened. He and his friends found a hallway 
with elevators and waited for one to take them to the first floor. Baskanias and 
Bethanys followed them out, crowding in the elevator with them until it was full. 


Others had to wait for more elevators to come. 

"Looks like we're not getting rid of them," Bethany said. 

Erec shrugged. "I don't know how long these phony guys will last. I'm looking 
forward to seeing the reaction we get downstairs." 

The reaction on the main floor was profound. From army generals to 
secretaries, people fell back in horror when they saw masses of their leader, a 
hundred Shadow Princes, storming down the hallways. Most of the witnesses 
probably assumed that this was part of some new plan, but that didn't make the 
sight less terrifying. Elevators full of Baskanias and Bethanys poured more 
hordes into the halls. The only people who did not react at all were the blind 
followers, who scurried around immune to the goings-on. 

"How do we get out of here?" Bethany asked. 

Erec paused. Out the front door were the Vetalas, and the shadow demon who 
would doubtless know exactly who he was. That was a problem, because he had 
no powers at all now with this Baskania skin on. If he couldn't even use his 
dragon eyes, he probably couldn't get cloudy thoughts if he needed them. The 
laughter vial was used up. 

He grabbed the collar of an army officer who was pressed up against the wall, 
trying to stay out of the way. 

"Yes, my prince." The officer tried to bow. "Can I help you, sir?" 

"Lower the bridge to the Jakarta entrance. Can you do that?" 

He bowed again. "Y-yes, sir! I'll go to the bridge corps now, sir. Anything else, 
sir?" 

Erec thought. "Yes. I want a path cleared outside, so none of... 
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us is bothered by the beasts out there on the way to the bridge. Is that 
understood?" 

The officer looked confused. "You're taking the bridge across to the Jakarta 
entrance?" 

Erec raised his voice to cover any slip he might have made. "Yes, are you 
deaf?" he roared. "Are you questioning my decisions?" 

"N-no! Sorry sir. W-would you like the usual exit opened up, I mean? So no 
path will have to be... cleared . . . out there?" His voice had raised to a tiny 
peep. 

"Of course," Erec cried. "Just making sure you knew what you were doing, 
officer." 

"Oh! Thank you." The officer bowed repeatedly, then ran to obey. 

Erec grimaced at Bethany. "Do you think I pulled that one off?" 

She nodded. "Only thing is, now we have to find the way to the ‘usual exit. 


WH 


"No problem." Erec led the crowds down a hall toward the army wing. He 
grabbed the next officer he saw. "You! Lead the way to the usual exit. The bridge 
better be down by now." 

The officer looked bewildered. "The usual guest exit to the bridge to Jakarta, 
sir?" he squeaked. "You want me to take you there?" 

"Yes." Erec released him. "I want you to clear the way for us. This place is a 
zoo today." 

"Of course, sir. With pleasure." The officer walked before the growing crowd 
of Baskanias and Bethanys, and the few odd people walking with them. Up a 
flight of stairs and down more hallways, people and imitations marched in a 
never-ending parade, until finally reaching a steel wall. 

"Open!" the officer yelled, and men at a control desk in the room, eyes wide at 
the sight before them, pulled levers and made the steel slide apart in two pieces. 

A bridge led right out of the room and across the water. Surrounding 
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it, the entire way, was a clear glistening bubble that looked like plastic. They 
all filed onto the bridge. Under them, zombies marched and manticores leaped 
up at them, and specters swept by, but none was able to get through the barrier 
around them. Lalalalal appeared, spiraling down from the air and landing on 
Griffin's shoulder. 

"Looks like we made it." Erec grinned at Bethany. 

He face wrinkled into a frown. "Sorry. It's still hard to get over your . . . looks. 
I hope you can get this mask removed when we're home." 

Erec melted inside when she said "home." Were they really going to be okay? 
Then his stomach tightened, thinking about what awaited him in Windows to the 
Soul eye care shop. This was it for him. He only had a few minutes left with 
Bethany. And he could not kiss her now, looking like this. If only they had more 
time to talk... 

That's when the truth hit him. He looked like Baskania now. No police snake 
was going to bite him looking like this. He would get out, with everyone else! 
He was going to make it! 

"Yeah!" Erec shouted, throwing a fist in the air. He grabbed Bethany and gave 
her a huge hug, even though she shoved him away. "We're going to make it! 
Let's go!" 

The bridge was a quarter of a mile long, and they ran the whole way to the 
small beach on the other side. Erec, Bethany, Jam, Jack, Melody, Kyron, the boy 
with Bethany's memories, and Griffin, with Lalalalal on his shoulder, crowded 
into the passageway that led back into the shop. 

"Act calm, everyone. There's a police snake waiting for us, so we have to be 


careful." Erec held his breath as he opened the door to the shop. 

This time the door opened behind the counter, carrying shelves of eyeglasses. 
The clerk swung around expectantly. "Here they come, officer... oh! Excuse 
me. I didn't know . . ." He looked terrified as Baskania strode into the room, 
followed by Erec's friends. 

Erec looked down on the clerk in disgust. "You are to keep this 
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door open until everyone has gotten through. Is that understood?" 

By this time more Baskanias had filed out into the shop. The clerk held his 
hand over his heart, mouth open. "Yes, master. I-I saw Erec Rex before. If he 
comes back--" 

"Have him arrested, immediately." 

Erec turned to run out the door. He had to get out fast, before anything went 
wrong. 

But then he heard his old voice, screaming in rage. "You idiots! Do you think 
you can get rid of me that easily? I might not have my powers now, but I know 
ways around this place. And when I get back to normal, you will all pay!" 

Baskania, looking exactly like Erec, burst through the door behind them. He 
ran toward Erec with a ferocious expression. Yet, exactly as Erec had seen in his 
future, the clerk shouted, "There he is! There's Erec Rex. Get him!" 

A snakelike police officer wearing a tall stovepipe hat dove from behind the 
counter. 

Erec's breath caught. His vision was unfolding, plain as day, before his eyes. 

The officer sprang, flying through the air until he hit Baskania in the stomach. 
He slithered, wrapping himself around what he thought were Erec's legs until 
they both tumbled, rolling, onto the floor. Then he opened his mouth wider than 
imaginable, long fangs poised over Baskania's leg. In a flash, the snakelike thing 
bit, its jaws sinking deep into flesh. 

Erec saw what looked like himself gasping and passing out. A few more 
police officers appeared, pulling "Erec" back with them through the hidden door. 

"We've got him now, no worries," one of them said. "He's helpless. This one'll 
never escape again." 
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CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE Your 


Sworn Enemy 


REC FELT STRANGE being in a normal city in Upper Earth after seeing 
zombies and specters just one minute earlier. But not as strange as it was for the 


citizens of Kemang, in South Jakarta, to see mobs of identical people jogging 
down their streets. People pointed, stared, and ran away in fear. 

Erec realized that Baskania's appearance made the problem even worse. Half 
the people walking by wore long black cloaks 
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and had a third eye in the middle of their foreheads. He wondered if the 
people living in Kemang would chalk it up to some kind of mass nightmare. 
Erec would have to make sure that none of the Baskania replicas were left 
behind to roam around, terrifying people. 

"Look!" Kyron pointed. Behind them, legions of Erecs poured out of the eye 
care shop, far more than the police officers could capture on their own. They 
looked aimless, with nobody to follow. So Kyron ushered them along after the 
Bethanys and Baskanias, and soon they all fell into step. 

"How many of us do you think there are?" Erec asked Bethany. 

"I counted a few times when we were in the fortress. There were one hundred 
of each of us in the beginning, so three hundred. But a few of them combined 
into other things, and some got killed by Baskania. I'd guess there're about two 
hundred and fifty left." 

Jam led the way to the Port-O-Door and pulled out the stored password. 
Moments later, the door to Spartacus Kilroy's house was open, and they all 
trotted through. 

Safe! It felt so good to be back in Alypium again. He had done it! Bethany 
was rescued, and the Draw spell was broken. More than that, Baskania wouldn't 
bother trying to capture her again. The prophecy hadn't been about her all along. 

Spartacus Kilroy heard the commotion and ran into the room, then stepped 
back in shock when he saw Erec. 

"Spartacus!" Erec ran up and gave him a hug. "You wouldn't believe what 
happened." 

Spartacus looked like he would faint. Jam raced over and sat him down. "I 
know it looks odd, sir. But that man is not Baskania. It's Erec Rex, sir. He just. . 
. looks like Baskania right now." 

Before Spartacus could adjust to that idea, hordes of Baskanias, Bethanys, and 
Erecs poured into his home. His lips moved silently 
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for a moment, then his eyes crossed, and he passed out. 

"Oops!" Erec wasn't sure how he should have handled the introductions, but 
there probably was a better way. Griffin ushered the look-alikes outside, which 
seemed like a good idea. Once out in the open, the Bethanys, Erecs, and 
Baskanias huddled in separate groups. The Bethanys and Baskanias peered 


inside the windows and tried to emulate their doubles inside. 

They waited for all of the imitations to get through, and then Kyron and 
Griffin went back into Jakarta through the Port-O-Door to look for any 
stragglers. Lalalalal raced through an open window and straight to his coop, 
excited to relay all of his adventures to his friends. Jam took the boy who had 
Bethany's early memories back through the Port-O-Door to his home and then 
returned. 

Erec was floating inside. Everything was perfect. Everything except... 

He felt like he was being picky, but he didn't want to look like his archenemy 
anymore. 

"Picky, picky boy." Erec spun around to see the Hermit, shaking his head and 
tut-tutting. "It's always something, isn't it? Never satisfied." He handed Erec a 
cup of steaming brown liquid that smelled rancid. "Why don't you have a drink?" 

Erec looked at it in disgust, then gulped it down. He nearly choked--it tasted 
worse than it looked. "What was that?" 

"Just a little health drink. Bathwater from the muglumps in Salsaban. Like it?" 

Erec looked down at himself. He still looked just like Baskania. "It's not 
working." 

"Oh, I think it is. Your complexion is a little brighter, I think." He giggled. 

"You mean, that wasn't supposed to turn me back into my normal 
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self?" He pointed at the Hermit and said in his most threatening Baskania 
voice, "I'll get you someday." 

The Hermit laughed joyously. "It would be fun to keep you like this forever. 
But if you really want to look like yourself again, swallow this." He handed Erec 
a vial of purple liquid. 

Erec eyed it suspiciously. "Is this going to give me green polka-dots?" 

But the Hermit had disappeared. Erec opened the vial. It resembled the dragon 
blood that Bethany had drunk to remove the Draw spell. He took one sip and felt 
something inside dissolve. A figure resembling Baskania stepped out of him, 
looked at himself with relief, and darted away. Erec looked in the mirror, afraid 
to see.... 

His normal face looked back at him, then grinned. "Bethany!" He ran out to 
find her. At first he couldn't tell which one she was, as a host of Bethanys were 
wandering around inside. But once he swiveled his dragon eyes around, there 
was no question. 

The Erecs inside and out rejoiced, imitating him with vigor. The Baskanias, 
however, grew confused with their leader gone. 

Erec grabbed Bethany's hand. "Let's get out of here. Jam, do you think Aunt 


Salsa would mind if we all came to her house? I mean, not all the imitations. Just 
us." 

"Not at all, young sir." 

"Um, Spartacus? Would it be okay if these fake look-alike things stayed on 
your farm for a little while, just until we find a place for them? I hate to ask, but . 

Spartacus nodded weakly. "It's just going to take me a little while to get used 
to seeing the Shadow Prince all over my house." 

"I'd keep them outside. Maybe they can help out here." The offer was lame, 
Erec knew, but Spartacus agreed with a strained smile. 

Jam led Erec and Bethany to the Port-O-Door. Erec could not help but notice 
the wistful look on the faces of the Bethanys and Erecs as they watched them 
disappear. 

404 

x OK OK 

June would not stop hugging Erec and Bethany, until finally it got 
embarrassing. She sniffed, whispering to Erec, "I'm so ashamed. I told you not to 
go, and when I think what would have happened to her . . ." 

"You didn't know. Of course you said that. You're my mom." 

After telling the story about twenty times from different perspectives, they 
started to feel like they had really had a great adventure. 

"Remember how funny Master Vetu looked when his rotting heads rolled to 
the ground?" 

Those who had not been there shuddered, but everyone else burst into 
laughter, remembering how funny it had seemed at the time. 

Erec had not eaten anything good for a long while, and the cookies that Aunt 
Salsa kept bringing from the kitchen were amazing. Bethany took one bite and 
swooned. "I never thought I'd eat real food again." 

After Aunt Salsa heard that, she produced snack after snack for Bethany until 
finally she was holding her stomach and groaning. 

"Can we go somewhere and talk, Bethany?" Erec said. 

Looking up brightly, she nodded. 

"We'll be right back, guys." Bethany followed him into Aunt Salsa's Port-O- 
Door. "Let's see. Otherness. Here's Nemea. Remember the first time we went 
there, and found the entrance to the Nevervarld?" 

She laughed. They left the door in a tree and sat on a log in the woods, 
enjoying the quiet. 

Nemea was as beautiful as he remembered it. The sun hung golden, streaming 
rays like spotlights through the thick branches overhead. Birds called out in the 


sky. 

"Look!" Bethany pointed at a dragon flying high overhead. 

They were finally alone together. She was back home again. With him. 

This was the best day of his life. 
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Bethany grinned. "Now I've been saved twice by a prince." 

"Hey, you've saved me, too. Remember pulling me out of the Nevervarld? I'd 
still be in there if not for you." 

She didn't answer. Instead she looked out into the distance. "You know, I 
really thought my life was over. It was horrible there. Miserable, lonely, painful, 
scary. But the whole time I kept thinking it wasn't really that bad. You were still 
safe, and that made it all okay. I don't know if you realize how much you've 
given me. After my parents died, everything was gone. My life really started 
again when I met you.” She shrugged. "So I kept on thinking that even if I died, 
every moment of this last year made up for it a million times over." 

"And I kept hating myself for letting you get caught. I should have come back 
sooner, and been there for you." 

"You didn't know that this would happen. King Piter was there--we all thought 
I'd be safe with him around." 

Erec nodded. "When I came back, I couldn't believe what had happened to 
him. He was a mess. Completely obsessed by his scepter. He's with Queen Posey 
now, luckily, and doing a lot better." 

Bethany slid down and leaned back on the log so she could look up at the sky, 
and Erec joined her. Huge birds soared overhead, and they spotted occasional 
dragons. 

"I have a little brother," Bethany said, as if just realizing for the first time. "He 
would be eleven now. Pi never said anything about him, and King Piter didn't 
either. I wonder where he is." 

Whoever he was, the kid was in a lot of danger now, Erec thought. But he 
didn't want to remind Bethany of that after all she'd been through. 

"I hope he's okay. I really want to meet him. This means I have a real family!" 
She turned partly toward him. "I mean, it was fine with just me and Pi. But to 
have more than just us two... . Do you know there are entire cultures in places 
like the Amazon that have 

406 

only three numbers? One, two, and more-than-two. My family is now of the 
highest order." She laughed. "Sorry. After being alone so long, I'm letting my 
inner math geek slip out. I try to keep it under control." 

"It's okay, Bethany. I like you, inner math geek and all." 


She giggled. "And I like you too, inner Prince Charming hero and all." 

"Shut up." He threw a handful of leaves at her. 

She glanced around her. ". . . six... you threw approximately seventeen 
leaves at me, which should be only about one hundredth of your ability. Which 
makes you either incredibly weak, or lazy--I'm not sure which." She laughed and 
tossed a few back at him. 

"Oh, yeah?" Erec tried to hide his grin, and wagged his finger, looking at all 
the leaves around them on the forest floor. He focused on the feeling the Hermit 
had taught him, and felt his strength well up inside, then shoot out his finger. 
Lift. Leaves all around them lifted. Whirl. They spun through the air like a little 
cyclone. He brought them straight over Bethany and released, and for a few 
minutes it rained leaves down on both of them. 

Bethany laughed, kicking her feet in the air and scattering them. Soon they 
were both covered in a leaf pile. Bethany kicked around inside and threw some 
into the air. Then she looked at Erec with a smirk. "Is that all you can do, Prince 
Charming? I thought by now you could make the whole forest come down." 

"That's it. I'm returning you to Baskania." He called out, pointing, "Hey! She's 
right here! Come and get her!" 

She laughed. "You're stuck with me now." She pulled herself up to a full 
sitting position. "By the way, how did you learn finger magic? That's amazing." 
"The Hermit." Erec wondered where he was now. He guessed he'd see him 

again when he did his next quest. Which reminded him--"My 
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fifth quest isn't done," he announced. He lifted the Amulet of Virtues on his 
chest. Only four of its twelve segments glowed with color for the four quests he 
had completed. "Wandabelle, the Clown Fairy, is still trapped in the Nightmare 
Realm. But guess what I found in Baskania's fortress? The only way to free her 
is a special alarm clock, and we broke into the Army Security Headquarters and 
got it!" He rose to his feet. "I need to save her as soon as I can. That place is 
awful. Plus, the clowns need her. They're starting to die off because they need a 
leader to survive. Their rulers were killed ten years ago, and the Clown Fairy 
was all that was holding them together." 

"Why was she stuck in there?" Bethany frowned. "That's awful!" 

"Guess who did it? Baskania. He's holding her there, since it's the only place 
she can't escape from, and on May first he's going to give her to one of the three 
Furies--Tisiphone--in exchange for tripling his powers. Then he wants to use the 
remaining clowns that don't die out and train them for his armies." 

Bethany looked pale. "We better get her out fast, Erec. As soon as Baskania 
gets wind that the alarm clock is stolen, I bet he'll move her somewhere else. Do 


you think he already knows?" 

Erec thought about the guard that they had left tied up in the Army Security 
Headquarters. The secretary had probably found him soon after, and they both 
would have reported what happened. "Yeah. Good point. Baskania may be 
trapped in his own prison cell right now, looking like me, but that can't last 
forever. We're going to have to be really careful. ... What am I saying 'we' for? 
The last thing you need is to go somewhere and risk your life right now. How 
about a nice vacation in Americorth North with my mom and Jam, and his nice 
Aunt Salsa? You can see all the sights down there with them and stay far away 
from Baskania. Sound good?" 

She glared at him, then lay against the log and closed her eyes. "I don't know, 
Erec. I can completely understand how you feel. Believe 
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me. After all of this, both of us just want to know that everyone is safe. And 
believe me, taking a break with your family sounds better than you can imagine 
right now. But I don't want to let you out of my sight. It sounds weird, but we've 
been apart for so long, the idea of you going to some Nightmare Realm without 
me freaks me out." She shrugged. "Imagine if you were sitting home and I was 
going by myself." 

Erec didn't want to imagine that. "It would be awful." He laughed. "I don't 
want to let you out of my sight either. But it's easier for me knowing that you're 
somewhere safe." 

They sat in silence a while, before Bethany said, "I'm going to do the smart 
thing, not what I want to do, just this once. I'll stay with your mom. But I don't 
ever want to hear you trying to protect me again, okay?" 

He looked at her in surprise. "What made you decide that?" 

She shrugged. "The dragon's blood you gave me really perked me up. But I 
can feel it starting to wear off. I haven't really slept in months. I think I'm going 
to be so wiped out, I won't be able to go with you." She scratched her head, 
puzzled. "I know this sounds weird, but a really unusual thing helped me get out 
of the fortress. I could feel the dragon blood break the Draw that Baskania put on 
me. But something else was holding me too. It was like Baskania had willed me 
to stay, and I wouldn't have been able to override it. It's hard to describe. 

"But after the Draw was gone, I felt this powerful urge to get going. I know 
this sounds crazy, but I really needed to go to this place called Cinnalim, in 
Otherness. Can you believe it? Like some odd urge to take a vacation possessed 
me ... and that's what let me escape with you. I don't even know anything about 
Cinnalim, except that they have that amazing chocolate rain there. But I really 
want to go now and see what that place is all about. I get the feeling it's 


incredible. So, when you finish your quest I'll get a day or two 
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of sleep, then I'll go to Cinnalim. Do you want to meet me there?" 

Erec laughed, knowing what happened. "I know why you want to go there, 
Bethany. A man there called Danen has a people-magnet, and he's pulling you to 
him. That was the first thing that the Fates said I had to do to get you out alive-- 
to go to Cinnalim and get Danen to use his magnet on you." He was amazed that 
things had worked out as well as they had. What if he had done all of this 
without the magnet on? Would Bethany have remained stuck? 

"Ooh, you've been to Cinnalim?" Bethany leaned forward, excited. "Tell me 
all about it. Was it beautiful?" 

"Yes," Erec admitted. "And the rain was pretty good too--if you're careful not 
to eat the bugs that fall in with it." 

She bounced up and down in excitement. "I can't wait to see it!" 

"Danen's going to have to turn his magnet off you. And if you go, you'll have 
to be really careful there--Baskania might pop in unannounced, or have people 
watching. But maybe you and Jam can go down there together and ask Danen to 
switch the magnet off." 

Her eyes lit up. "Maybe we should just go now. I can always sleep there, 
right?" 

"No," Erec said firmly. "You're going to be exhausted soon. And going is not 
completely safe. So plan it out right, okay?" 

She nodded, biting her lip. 

"Let's go back and talk to Jam about it," he suggested. "Oh, guess what? 
You're not going to believe this. But I know for sure now that Danny and Sammy 
are King Piter's other triplets--my lost brother and sister!" 

"What?" She clapped her hands together. "How did you find that out?" 

"I had a few different hints. Dumpling Smith and her gang kept trying to steal 
them away. She was our old babysitter--she's got to be working for Baskania. 
But what told me for sure was using my 
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dragon eyes to see into the future. I asked to see something good that would 
happen, and I saw Danny and Sammy being crowned king and queen! I 
remember it was the best feeling. I'm guessing Sammy will replace Queen Posey, 
and Danny will rule Aorth instead of King Pluto. My mom said something about 
it too. But Danny and Sammy can't find out yet. Remember what happened 
when I learned who I was too early? So keep it a secret, okay?" 

"Of course," she agreed. "Maybe they can go with you to finish your fifth 
quest." 


He nodded. "That's just what I was hoping." 

A few minutes after they returned, the dragon blood wore off. Bethany's eyes 
were closing. Zoey and Trevor were at her sides, arms around her, and she 
seemed to be melting into them. Erec was glad that she was no longer talking 
about going to Cinnalim immediately. 

Aunt Salsa tucked Bethany away in a quiet room with trays of snacks and 
water surrounding her bed, in case she woke hungry. Erec peeked in to say good- 
bye, but she was sound asleep. 

He took Jam and his Aunt Salsa aside. "Could you make sure she stays away 
from the Port-O-Door until she's had enough sleep? Danen's magnet in Cinnalim 
is pulling her to go back there. Jam, would you mind going there with her when 
she's ready, and getting Danen to turn his magnet off now? Unless you can do it 
by phone." 

"They didn't give us their number, young sir, but I can see if they're listed." 
Jam spoke into his finger briefly. "Alas, as I was afraid. I'll go with her when 
she's ready, then, young sir." 

"Thanks." Erec took the alarm clock out of his backpack and unwrapped it 
from the sheet. Relieved to be let out, it stretched and took a little walk around 
the carpet. "How are you set to work, little thing? What do I do to free 
Wandabelle from the Nightmare Realm?" 
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The thing toddled around a while, happy to explore the room. 

"Look at that," Sammy said, delighted. "It's so cute. I never knew there were 
girl versions of our clock." 

Danny laughed. "Did you bring this back as a souvenir? I'd have thought that 
you'd be the last person to get another alarm clock, seeing how annoyed you 
always are with the one at home." 

"Well, this one's going to do something a lot more important than just wake 
me up. It's set to rescue the Clown Fairy from the Nightmare Realm. Getting her 
out will finish my fifth quest." 

"Wow." Sammy was impressed. "The clowns are in danger, right? You think 
this will work?" 

"I hope so. You guys feel like coming with me?" 

Danny jumped to his feet. "Thought you'd never ask! I'm ready for a little 
excitement. Let's do it!" 

Sammy shrugged. "Now that Mrs. Smith doesn't have Mom's glasses 
anymore, we can go anywhere. Why was she trying so hard to find us, anyway?" 

Erec bit his tongue. "I'm so glad you're coming with me. It's going to be great 
to have my ... brother and sister with me this time." 


"They're comin' with us, cap'n?" Griffin frowned, sizing Danny and Sammy 
up. "I dunno. Ye think they can handle it there?" 

"Yup." Erec nodded. "They're pretty tough. But only three people are 
supposed to do the quests together. Griffin, do you mind waiting this one out?" 
Griffin's mouth fell open. "Yer mean . . . you don't want me with you--yer 
loyal matey, sworn to yer service? You think these two'll do better in the 

Nightmare Realm than me, who's lived there for years?" 

Griffin was truly insulted. It did seem silly not to let him come along. Who 
cared about the three-only rule, anyway? Erec wasn't even sure who had made 
that up. During his fourth quest he brought a lot more people with him, but 
during the most important part he 
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ended up alone. "You're right, Griffin." He smiled. "I wouldn't dream of going 
without you. So, it's the four of us, then?" 

"Check this thing out," Danny said. He held the sheet that Erec had wrapped 
around the alarm clock in front of his face, then flipped it the other way. From 
one side Erec could see Danny right through it, like it was clear plastic. From the 
other side it was an opaque white sheet. "Where did you get this?" 

"It was on a shelf in the Army Security Headquarters. I thought it was just a 
regular sheet." He smiled. "Of course, why would they keep a regular sheet in 
that place?" 

Danny tossed it over Erec's head, and everything went completely black and 
silent. "Hey. Get this off me." The words seemed to hit the cloth and echo back 
to him. Either nobody in the room was speaking, or it kept out sound, too. He 
struggled to pull it off, but was unable. "Help! I'm stuck!" 

It seemed like forever before Danny lifted the sheet off him. "What, did you 
like it under there?" 

"No way. That thing traps you completely. And you can't see or hear a thing 
with it on. We better get rid of it before Zoey puts it over herself." Thinking 
again, he wrapped the clock back into the sheet and put it in his backpack, to 
make sure it didn't escape. His alarm clock at home had a way of getting in and 
out of tight spots. 

"That's funny," Sammy said. "We could see you perfectly through it, like it 
wasn't even there. I didn't hear you say a thing. It just looked like you were 
pushing out into the air around you for some reason." 

"Look what's out here," Jack said, pointing. A red snail shell sat on Aunt 
Salsa's windowsill. 

"How did it get all the way up here?" Erec asked. 

"In Aorth snails drop out of the sky. Well, it's really just earth above us. But 


they're pretty good at aiming for windowsills. You 
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have to check who it's addressed to, though. Sometimes they're off." 

"No, this one's for me." Erec opened the window and grabbed it before the 
heat blasted in. The letter in the snail was blotchy and crumpled. 

Dear Erec, 

I wasn't going to write to you at all, but I decided to send this one last letter. 
Not because I used to think we were friends, or anything soppy like that, but 
because I wanted the chance to tell you how much I hate your guts. 

Turns out your little schemes and lies worked pretty well on me. 
Congratulations. You used me and my stupid trust in you. All of this time I was 
hiding, for your sake. I thought if I ran into you, then Baskania would know 
where you were. Imagine how I felt when I found out that you planned this 
whole trick on me because you thought it was funny. Well, ha, ha, ha. 

Guess what? Baskania showed me all of your letters to him. I saw for myself 
how you wanted to work with him, like I am, and how you were begging to be 
one of the kings like the Stain brothers. And then I saw how you wanted him to 
set me up for crimes that I hadn't committed! I bet you're surprised I found out 
about all of this, but the Shadow Prince showed me your plans. I thought you 
were my friend! How stupid could I be? You were jealous because I had a father, 
and you didn't. Thanks a lot. If the Shadow Prince wasn't on my side, and things 
had gone your way, the police would have been 
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dragging me in right now to jail for a bunch of things I never did--that you 
did, in your "quest" to be so powerful. 

I wish I could say it was nice to know you. Tell Jack, who I guess is still being 
conned by you, that there is a place for him here when he figures out what kind 
of a person you are. And Bethany--I heard about all the horrible things she did 
when she was supposed to be working for the Shadow Prince. She's no better 
than you are. Guess I'm not such a good judge of people. 

I hope I never hear from you again. Just so you know, you've earned a spot 
almost as low as Rosco on my all-time hatred list. 

Your sworn enemy, 

Oscar Felix 

Erec was stunned. Oscar's eye was in his backpack. He had probably given it 
to Baskania willingly. Baskania had completely turned him upside down. He was 
lost. What would Baskania make him do? Was there any way to make him know 
the truth? 

Probably not. Erec gazed out the window, feeling empty. 


"What did it say?" Jack asked. Erec handed him the letter. 

Jack read the letter, becoming more and more alarmed. "We have to do 
something. We can't let that jerk ruin Oscar's life. Poor guy. This isn't fair." 

"I know. Let's think about what to do. Maybe you could meet 
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him somewhere, give him his eye, and talk to him. If he sees me or Bethany, 
he'd happily turn us in." 

Jack nodded. "I'll wait here until you're back from this quest, and we'll figure 
out the best way to approach him. Melody, do you want to go home or hang out 
here?" 

"I think I'll head home, as long as you don't mind." 

"No problem." Erec grinned at her. "Thanks again for coming along. If you 
hadn't sung and calmed the animals down, I don't know if everyone would have 
made it inside the fortress." 

She shuddered at the ugly memory. "I'm just glad Bethany is okay." She gave 
Erec, Jack, and Jam hugs, then left through the Port-O-Door. 

"Mom? I have to finish my fifth quest. Danny and Sammy are coming with 
me, okay?" 

June was shocked. "I don't think that's a good idea. . . ." 

"Why?" Sammy asked. "Mrs. Smith can't track us down now, without the 
Seeing Eyeglasses." 

"Yeah." Danny laughed. "Don't tell me little Erec can do anything that I can't 
do." 

That's true, Erec thought. They all were cut from the same cloth. 

June wasn't convinced. "I wouldn't want anything to happen to you two." 

"Thanks a lot," Erec said. 

"No." June said, annoyed. "That's not what I mean. Erec, you're used to facing 
this kind of danger. The quests are meant for you." 

Erec shot her a knowing look. "Not only me. You know what I mean." 

"I don't know at all." 

Someone behind Erec thought this conversation was funny, and started 
giggling. Erec turned around, surprised to find the Hermit perched on the kitchen 
table in the lotus position wearing a huge 
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turban and loincloth made of silver UnderWear material. "Oh, June. Mother to 
the world. Set it down, June. These are not children. They have destinies to 
fulfill." 

June's face reddened. "I... oh, okay. You three can go. But be careful, all 
right? This is not easy for me." 


"Thanks, Mom." Erec gave her a hug. 
The Hermit raised a finger. "Now, who is ready to get really cold?" 
417 


CHAPTER THIRTY The One 


REC, DANNY, SAMMY, and Griffin followed the Hermit into the Port-O- 
Door. Sammy was bundled up in a down parka that Jam had brought into boiling 
hot Aorth "just in case." Going back to King Piter's house and getting more coats 
wasn't worth the risk, because Dumpling Smith was likely waiting for them 
there. 

"Can we put the Port-O-Door closer to King Augeas's realm this time?" Erec 
asked. 

"I think I planned it perfectly when you went last," the Hermit said. "You 
collapsed and fell in at just the right time." 

"Maybe now we can try just climbing in, instead of collapsing," Erec 
suggested. 

The Hermit gave him a look of long suffering. "Always the renegade." 

Griffin was trembling, and Erec knew why. "You don't have to go back, you 
know. You've spent more than enough time in that place. Why risk more 
problems, Griffin? I wouldn't blame you at all for staying here." 

"Nay," Griffin cried. "This is one trip I'd rather die than miss, me hearty. If I 
have a chance to take revenge on King Augeas for all he's done, then good luck 
stoppin’ me." 

"Danny and Sammy, everything will seem like a horrible nightmare there. 
And I don't know exactly how we'll get out of his realm. I hope the alarm clock 
helps all of us." 

"The harder part might be getting back into it," the Hermit suggested. "King 
Augeas is likely mad at you for ruining his little world. He'll figure that you're 
back to save the Clown Fairy, and probably kick you out to freeze in the Arctic 
snow." 

Erec hadn't considered that possibility. "Oh, that's wonderful. So, our plan is 
to go die in a frozen wasteland? Good thing Mom's not in here. She'd be 
cheering that on, all right." 

The Hermit nodded gravely. "That is your plan. To die in the snow. Unless you 
care to make another one." 

Erec looked at the clock in his hand. "I wish I knew how this thing worked. 
That would help." 

The Hermit raised an eyebrow. "You don't know how to work an alarm clock? 
A fourteen-year-old boy? Not too tech-savvy, are we?" 


"I can use a regular alarm clock," Erec replied hotly. "This one is set to get 
Wandabelle out. But how is it set?" He looked at the 
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buttons on the side. One of them, in the same place where he set his own 
clock, was pressed in. When he looked close, in very small print in a little 
display box next to it, was a date and time: MAY 1, 2 P.M. A small dial was set 
near the button. Erec turned it and the date changed. "April thirtieth now. What 
date is it today?" 

"April twenty-ninth," Sammy said. "It's four p.m." 

"The twenty-ninth!" Erec could not believe it. "My birthday seems like it was 
years ago. Wandabelle's been sitting in that awful place so long." He felt awful 
for her. Erec's watch said four o'clock, and he turned the clock hands so they 
were synchronized. "I'm going to set the alarm for today, then. April twenty- 
ninth, at five p.m. Does that sound okay? We have to be really careful. Baskania 
knows we have the alarm clock. He'll be on the lookout for us there." 

"Do you think he's waiting there for us now?" Danny said. 

"I don't know if he's gotten out of his own jail yet. He might still look like 
me." Erec laughed. "He's not the type to wait long, anyway, especially not 
someplace cold and nasty like that. He'd send someone else." Then he 
remembered. "Balor Stain! Poor kid's been stationed there to keep his eye on 
things--his one eye. Baskania has Balor's other one, so he can see what Balor is 
seeing whenever he feels like it." 

"Cap'n, I'll take 'im out, first thing. Before 'e even sees yer there, I'll swipe that 
Balor Stain with me saber, and lights out fer 'im." 

As tempting as that sounded, Erec couldn't do it. "We . . . can't kill him, 
Griffin." 

"Speak fer yerself, cap'n. I surely can, and I can show ye--" 

"No, please don't. Let's think of something else. We need a way that we could 
keep him from seeing us, or knowing we're there." The answer came to him. "I 
know. What about that sheet I found in Baskania's Army Security Headquarters? 
If Griffin throws it over Balor before he sees the rest of us, Balor won't be able 
to see. It's like 
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blacking out the lens of a security camera." Erec felt bad for Balor. "Imagine 
your own father sticking you somewhere awful just to use you like a security 
camera." 

He took the sheet out of his backpack, zipping the alarm clock carefully back 
inside, and opened it up. They tested it to make sure which was the right side to 
throw over Balor. If it was put on backward, the person under it could see and 


hear everything. 

"So ... I guess the plan is not to get thrown back into the Nightmare Realm, 
and not to be kicked out to freeze in the polar ice. We're going to let the alarm 
wake Wandabelle--I know! King Augeas kept our bodies in a room when we 
were living in his nightmare. I didn't see her in there, though. If I can find where 
she is sleeping, I'll put the clock wherever she is. When it goes off it will wake 
her up, and we can get her out of there." 

"So, the rest of us just have to distract King Augeas, keep him talking?" 

"I guess." Erec smirked. "You know, I have an idea of what I'd like to say to 
him. It would be fun to mess with him a little." 

Danny had grown more unsure. "Um, how wrong can things go here?" 

"Very, very wrong," Erec answered. "You sure you want to come?" 

He nodded quickly. "Not to be outdone by my little bro." 

Sammy grimaced, but she nodded too. 

Griffin held the sheet at the ready. The Hermit pulled up the map of Upper 
Earth and found Henrietta Island in the De Long archipelago sitting in the East 
Siberian Sea. He enlarged it a few times, then put the Port-O-Door into a huge 
ice spike, like a giant clear stalagmite, projecting from a snow-covered crest. 

They opened the door into blistering winds that knocked them back inside the 
vestibule a few times before they could stagger out. The only way to forge 
against the penetrating gale was to bend all the 
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way forward and lean into it. Griffin and Sammy fell into the snow, and the 
others tugged them to their feet. The Hermit led the way, wrapped in a white 
toga. 

The small island sloped up to form a steep crest on one side from which huge 
cliffs fell into the sea. Little penguins scurried out of their way as they walked 
toward the spot where the cliffs met an inlet of sea. Erec wasn't sure how his legs 
were able to move--they had no feeling left in them, and seemed more like dead 
logs. He wanted to ask his sister and brother if they were okay, but could form 
no words in such cold. 

This time he did not collapse when they reached the icy cove. As the Hermit 
pointed down to the spot, Griffin bravely jumped in and was sucked away. 
Danny and Sammy looked at Erec in horror, as if to say they would not, in a 
million years, follow him. Erec waited, body shaking, hoping Griffin had time to 
throw the sheet over Balor. If that did not go right, they would have a lot more 
problems soon. 

Sammy's face was blue, and she looked like she was about to pass out. Erec 
had to get her warm, fast. He took her hand and jumped into the cove and down 
the tunnel, knowing Danny would follow his sister anywhere. 

Everything was white. Warmer now. But blinding white. Empty. 

Erec staggered, but was standing on his feet in the tall white chambers. Griffin 
stood next to him with a smug look on his face. Erec felt much more comfortable 
here than he had the last time. After living here before, he did not need to adjust. 
Griffin was alert as well. But Danny and Sammy sat on the floor, gazing around 
them in a daze. 

King Augeas laughed heartily from his huge throne of ice. His voice dripped 
with sarcasm. "Look who's come back here. Surprise, surprise. It's Prince Erec. 
And he's brought more royalty with him 
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this time too. Oh, goody, goody. We can have ourselves a little royal tea. 
Three kings and a queen. How delightful." 

Erec glanced at Danny and Sammy to see if they had picked that up, but they 
still were blinking in confusion. In the smaller throne, Balor Stain looked almost 
as dazed himself. He was bluish, still wrapped in black and red furs, and stared 
ahead, seeming unaware that Erec was there. Erec could not see the sheet over 
him, but he feebly pushed his arms out against something. Balor did not have 
much fight left in him anymore. 

Erec was relieved that Griffin was able to have tossed the invisible sheet over 
Balor. He wondered how he had managed it. Maybe Griffin made it look like he 


was waving his arms in the air and bowing to King Augeas. 

The king's skin sparkled like the ice around him. "I assume you've come back 
for the Clown Fairy. You're not going to take her, you know. Only one key can 
unlock her from here, and it's buried safely very far away." Seeing that Erec 
wasn't dismayed, he added, "I have to say, I don't trust you, boy. You tend to find 
strange ways out of things. Normally I'd love to have my guests back, but you 
were too much of a problem.” He smiled. "Griffin, on the other hand, you are 
more than welcome to return.” As he cackled, the sick laughter echoed from the 
ice-covered walls of the round cavern. 

"Actually," Erec said, smiling at Griffin, "we came back for a different 
reason." 

"And what might that be?" The king's eyes glittered. 

"We actually liked it here. Griffin and I got to be friends, and we were talking. 
This place is a lot better than hanging out in Upper Earth, or the Kingdoms of 
the Keepers. You know why?" 

The king frowned. "No," he said coldly. "Why do you think that?" 

"Because you can't die here. Look at Griffin. He's hundreds and hundreds of 
years old. How much longer would he have where I 
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come from? Fifty years? One small accident and he could be a goner." 

Griffin nodded. "Much safer here, sire." 

"But even more than that," Erec said, "we actually missed living here. It was 
far better. Like living a dream." 

Amazement registered on the king's face. "A dream, you say? More like a 
nightmare, right?" 

"No," Erec replied. "It was great here. You got rid of my worst nightmare, 
remember? And instead I was given all of the funny and cool things in your 
realm. I like to think of it as the 'Sweet Dream Realm." 

"The 'Sweet Dream Realm'?" King Augeas asked, unsettled. "You enjoyed the 
monsters, then?" Erec spread his arms out wide. "What could be better than 
monsters that can't kill you? That's a complete ego boost. But my favorite part 
were the spiders. I love spiders. Always wanted some for pets. Just too hard to 
find so many of them back home. Yes, the spiders were great." 

Griffin nodded. "Aye. Meself, I loved the food. Nobody serves a good rat stew 
like I could get here. Seasoned with blood, just like I likes it. That alone was 
enough to bring me back." 

Griffin sounded so convincing, Erec wondered if he really did like rat stew. 
But he nodded and rubbed his stomach, playing along. "Umm, you're making me 
hungry, Griffin. But for me, I liked the work even more than the food, good as 


that was. Good, honest labor, hands to the earth. Just doesn't exist anywhere else. 
Where I'm from, everyone's too concerned about making money. Here, I learned 
to like getting my hands dirty just for the sake of hard work. That's what it's all 
about, right, Griffin?" 

"You bet." He sniffed. "Got any of that stew around?" 

"Don't tell me you liked the fleas and characters from people's nightmares 
walking around?" the king asked. His face looked whiter than usual. 
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"Nightmares?" Erec pretended to be confused. "I did notice some interesting 
folks around. They were all great, I thought. Really nice, too. And the fleas, well 
... what are a few fleas among friends? That's what my mom always says." 

"I miss the fleas." Griffin sighed. 

"Am I that out of touch?" King Augeas frowned. "What would be a bad thing, 
then? Something you wouldn't want to be around?" 

"Cakes." Erec made a face. "Sugary things--rot your teeth out. And too many 
smiling, happy faces. Now, that is scary. Makes you wonder what people are up 
to." 

"And parrots," Griffin added. "I hate parrots." 

"Anyway, we decided it would be much more fun to live here, forever, instead 
of short, miserable lives out there. So I brought Danny and Sammy here. We'll 
bring back more people too, if you want. Build this place back up again." 

Hope flashed across King Augeas's face, then he looked skeptical. "So you've 
come for a visit and plan to leave again? What is it you really want, Erec Rex?" 

"Just to discuss this idea with you. We could stay if you like. Or we could 
bring a huge crowd back with us. It's up to you." 

The king liked having a decision to make. "I suppose more people would be 
better. As you returned on your own, I suppose you will likely come back. But 
before I let you leave, these two owe me something. I do have a rule, you know. 
One nightmare each, for my collection." 

Danny and Sammy were now more awake. Erec glanced at his watch. It was 
4:50. He had ten minutes to find Wandabelle before the alarm went off. 

"You." The king pointed at Danny. "Kneel before me." 

Danny stumbled toward the king. Erec gave him a nod of encouragement. 
Danny kneeled at the throne and looked up into the king's eyes. A shimmering 
haze lifted from Danny, surrounding him. 
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"That's a good one," King Augeas said, excited. "I'll take it." 

Danny lifted off the floor, screaming, then collapsed to the ground. Out of him 
stepped a humongous duck, twenty feet tall. A shadow version of Danny pulled 


himself out of his own chest and began to run from the duck. 

Everyone in the room was transfixed by the dream characters, except for 
Balor, who sat unaware with the sheet over him. King Augeas watched, 
spellbound. 

Now was the time. Erec scoured the room but could not see any exits. Where 
did King Augeas take the sleeping bodies from here? Erec had been in the other 
room, but didn't know how they connected. He had to find the way. 

Griffin was motioning to him, pointing at Balor. Erec looked harder. Under his 
throne it was dark, like a hole. King Augeas had balanced Balor's throne over the 
opening to his Nightmare Realm, probably just as one more way to torture him. 

Erec slowly drifted close to Balor. He sat on the floor and leaned against the 
smaller ice throne. King Augeas was rubbing his hands together, caught up in the 
giant duck chasing Danny down the street. 

What a weird nightmare, Erec thought. 

Griffin sat next to him. Then, in one swift motion, Erec slid under the throne 
and down the hole. 

A short drop led to the room where Erec had woken from the Nightmare 
Realm. He could see the way outside into the arctic snow, but no other doors or 
openings. Nor did he see any sign of a sleeping Wandabelle. Could King Augeas 
have hidden her somewhere? 

Erec searched, frustrated. Where could she be? His watch read 4:55. Danny's 
nightmare could be over at any minute. 

There was nothing else to do. He set the clock down. "Be loud, okay, girl? 
You have to find the Clown Fairy and save her. It's really important." 
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He climbed as far up into the tunnel as he could and jumped to reach for the 
ledge. Griffin's hand was there, and he pulled Erec out easily. Erec slid on his 
stomach under Balor's throne. 

The figures from Danny's nightmare were growing hazy and shrinking. Soon 
they were tiny statues, spinning through the room into the trophy case alongside 
the others. Danny looked exhausted, but the king was brimming with excitement. 
He beckoned Sammy forward. She resisted, but Erec waved her on. 

She kneeled before the king and looked into his eyes, hers widening in fright 
with what she saw there. 

Erec did not wait any longer. He had to act fast. He reached up and pulled 
Balor Stain off of the ice throne. 

"What are ye doing, cap'n? We going to do ‘im in after all?" 

"T'm saving him." Balor felt like a block of ice. Erec pushed him down the 
hole under the throne and heard him thud at the bottom. "Look at that." He 


peeked down the hole. "He has no idea where he is. Everything is black with the 
sheet over him, and he's just fallen down a hole. And he's still barely moving. 
This isn't the Balor I know and hate." 

Sammy had dropped flat on the cave floor, and the king was leaning forward 
eagerly. Out of her was climbing Rosco Kroc, Danny, herself, Erec, and June. 

Erec looked at his watch. 5:01. Had the alarm clock gone off? He hadn't heard 
anything. He had to get back down there and check. He would reset it if he had 
to. What now? 

He pulled Danny over. "We're getting out of here soon. I'm going to push you 
down a hole now. I'm coming too." Danny dropped down, landing on Balor, then 
Erec slid after, landing on top of them both. 

The alarm clock walked around as if nothing had happened. Erec's heart 
dropped. He couldn't leave Wandabelle here. But they 
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didn't have much time. He felt the walls for a trap door. "Wandabelle!" he 
called out. "Are you here?" 

"I am!" she exclaimed. Her voice sounded faint but close. When he swung 
around, though, nobody was there. "Thank you for saving me. That alarm clock 
woke me right up!" He turned again but saw nobody but Balor lying still on the 
floor and Danny rubbing his head. 

"T'm right here, silly!" He felt a tug on his earlobe, and his hand shot up to it. 
Something fluttered in the air near his face. Wandabelle, about one inch tall, was 
flying in front of him. 

"Is that you? Are you okay? How did you get so... small?" 

"I'm always small." She laughed. "But in the Nightmare Realm we were all 
the same size, for some reason. I knew you'd get me out of there, Erec Rex! 
You're my hero!" She gave him a tiny kiss on the tip of his nose, which then 
itched like he got a mosquito bite. 

"Stay here. I have to get Griffin and Sammy. Then we're getting out of here." 
The alarm clock looked up at him fearfully, as if it didn't want to be left behind, 
so he tossed it into his backpack. He pulled the sheet off Balor, turning him so he 
was facing the wall and could not see anything. Then he climbed back up in the 
tunnel. Griffin pulled him through the hole again. 

Sammy's nightmare was in full force. Erec told Griffin, "Wandabelle's free, 
and she's tiny, like a little butterfly! Go down there. You'll see the door--get 
Wandabelle, Danny, and Balor out to safety. Cover Balor's eyes so he can't see 
anything. The Hermit should meet us out there. I'll bring Sammy down as soon 
as I can." 

He was afraid to take her in the middle of her nightmare, in case it hurt her in 


some way. Plus King Augeas would certainly realize what was going on. So he 
waited, poised next to the king with the sheet. As soon as her dream figures 
started to grow small, Erec dropped the sheet over the king's head. 

King Augeas looked around in shock, pushing madly at the 
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sheet. His mouth was moving, but Erec could not hear what he said. 

Erec grabbed Sammy, who was nearly unconscious, and slid down the hole 
with her. Running as fast as he could, they burst out the door in the swirling 
wintery winds. 

The white seemed to go on forever, sucking the life and heat out of him as he 
staggered ahead. Snow blew into his face, freezing icy tears on his cheeks. 

Sammy was heavy in his arms. Erec wasn't sure if she was awake, and hoped 
for her sake that she wasn't. Was Griffin able to carry Balor and Danny? he 
wondered. Had he found Wandabelle? And where were they? Where was the 
Hermit? 

He wasn't so worried about Wandabelle. Now that she was freed from the 
Nightmare Realm, she would be fine. No place on Earth could hold her back. 
She was a fairy and had lived hundreds of years. Nonetheless, Erec would miss 
her. He wished Bethany had had a chance to meet her. 

That made him smile, even in the wintery cold. Bethany was safe. Wandabelle 
was Safe. And now the clowns would all be safe again. Too bad for Baskania. 
They would go on living normal lives, instead of dying out and being made to 
serve in his armies. 

A flash of darkness appeared in the light, and then another. That was odd. Erec 
was quite sure that they were hands. He staggered ahead on legs like lead 
weights. Another dark hand appeared, this time in front of his face. It grabbed 
him by the collar and yanked-- 

--and he was inside the vestibule of the Port-O-Door, safe and sound. It shut 
behind him. Crowded in with him were the Hermit, Griffin, Balor, and Danny, 
now standing. Griffin had Balor in a headlock so he couldn't see anything around 
him. Balor wasn't resisting one bit. Sammy was stirring a little, so Erec set her 
down. 
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She opened her eyes. "Wha--where are we? Was that real? I think I just fell 
asleep and had a nightmare." 

"A real nightmare, I guess," Erec said. "We've done it. Thanks, guys." 

Danny shot him a cutting look. "Thanks? We didn't do anything--except give 
you dead weight to carry. You're the one that saved Wandabelle." 

Erec shook his head. "You did exactly what we needed. I couldn't have snuck 


away if you and Sammy didn't let him take your nightmares out. If Griffin and I 
were alone, how would we have distracted the king?" 

Sammy was alert enough now to laugh. "So, does this mean we won't have 
those nightmares anymore?" She turned to Danny and laughed. "What was that 
about the giant duck?" 

Danny's face reddened. "I haven't had that one for a long time. I was still 
little." 

"I don't know." Sammy giggled. "You looked pretty old in the dream." 

"Shut up, sis." 

"What'er we going to do with this landlubber, cap'n?" Griffin dug his knuckles 
into Balor's head. 

"Hermit?" Erec said. "Could you make the Port-O-Door open in Alypium? 
That's where you live, isn't it, Balor?" 

His voice was muffled and defeated. "Umph. We live in Aorth and Alypium. 
Mom's in Alypium now, cuz they're building a..." 

"A what?" 

"Forget it." 

Griffin twisted Balor's neck. "Answer ‘im, ye filthy varmint, unless you want 
me to rearrange yer head so it permanently looks over yer backside." 

Balor screeched in pain. "Stop! Ah--ah, I'll tell him!" He sneered. 
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"He'll find out soon enough, anyway. They're building a castle for me in 
Alypium. Damon, Dollick and I finished most of our quests, and we'll be ready 
to rule soon." 

"Your quests?" Erec noticed the twelve-segmented Amulet that mimicked his 
Amulet of Virtues dangling from Balor's neck. Nine of its segments were filled 
in. "How did you get that fake Amulet? I know it's not real--I'm the only one that 
the Fates let draw quests from Al's Well. You guys didn't even get an amulet 
from the first quest, and we were all there together." 

"Who cares about the Fates," Balor spat. "They only like you, for some dumb 
reason. So we're making up our own game." 

"For some reason? Maybe it's because I'm King Piter's kid, the rightful heir to 
the throne. Ever think about that for a reason? What reason do you have to rule? 
Your father--or clone, I should say--was never a king. He only wanted to be." 

"He was more than a king, you fool. My clone-father invented this whole 
place with his own two hands. He made the Kingdoms of the Keepers so that he 
could rule it--if your family hadn't stepped in the way all those years ago. The 
Shadow Prince is the most powerful person on the planet." 

That brought a question to Erec's mind. "What is Baskania's inborn magical 


gift?" 

"Unh," Balor groaned as Griffin pushed his face into the wall. "Don't you 
know? Where have you been living, in a hole? The Shadow Prince was born 
with a special connection with the Substance. He can communicate with it and 
make it do what he wants." 

"And you and your brothers? Do you have that same gift?" 

Balor didn't answer, so Griffin gave him a yank. 

"Ow! Cut it out. I don't have to answer that dumb question." 

Griffin jerked Balor's head hard. 

"Aaawwww. Stop! Okay. I don't have a stupid magical gift, okay? 
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I guess clones don't get them. But that only makes me better, right? I do things 
myself, without relying on gifts to help me." 

Erec was not sure if he felt more sorry for him or sickened by him. "So, do 
you want to be dropped off at your new palace, then?" 

"No, take me home. My mom is at our house on Silver Street." The Hermit, 
who had been waiting patiently, brought up the Alypium map and found Balor's 
street. Balor seemed to droop into Griffin's arms, defeated. "Hey, Erec?" 

"Yes?" 

"Why did you save me?" 

"Who knows? Maybe I'm a nice person. Just be glad and shut up." 

That seemed to make Balor angry. "I'm not just your enemy, idiot. I'm a clone 
of your worst enemy. I tried to kill you, and. . . and don't think I won't again. 
What's wrong with you?" 

"I don't know." Erec shrugged. "You're a kid. You can still change your mind 
and grow up to be half-decent, maybe." 

The Hermit opened the door and Griffin shoved Balor onto the street. Erec's 
ear itched, but when he scratched it, a voice said, "Watch it! You almost knocked 
me over!" 

"Wandabelle?" 

She fluttered out in front of him. "Who did you think it was? The tooth fairy?" 
She flashed a tiny grin. "And what was that business about not trying to find me 
before you left?" 

"I--I thought Griffin had you. Or that you went on your own. I'm sorry." 

"I tried to take her," Griffin put in, apologetic. "But she wouldn't have it. Said 
you were saving her the whole way today." 

Erec laughed. "I'm so glad you're free, Wandabelle. Do you want to come 
meet my family before going back to do . . . whatever it is that you do?" 

Her laugh rang like a silver bell. "As a matter of fact, that was 
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exactly my plan. I have an important task to do, you know, for the clowns. 
And I need all of your help to do it." 

Erec remembered her talking about fixing things "once and for all" for the 
clowns. Something she should have done before, that only she could make 
happen. "Is this what you were talking about?" 

She nodded. "It's high time. Do you mind helping me?" 

He grinned. "There's nothing I'd rather do." 

Danny and Sammy were delighted with Wandabelle, and they happily agreed 
to help too. Sammy let Wandabelle ride on the tip of her nose while the Hermit 
opened the door into Aunt Salsa's apartment. 

Bethany flew over and threw her arms around Erec. "You're safe! I've never 
been so glad to see anybody in my life." Erec was feeling mighty glad himself 
until she said, "They wouldn't let me leave until you were back. You were tying 
up the Port-O-Door. Come on! Let's go! Cinnalim is waiting." 

Aunt Salsa rolled her eyes. "You can't imagine how hard it was to keep her 
here," she whispered. "I caught her trying to jump out of the window at one 
point." She pointed at Bethany. "You would have shriveled from the heat before 
you spattered on the ground! Is she always this impatient?" 

Erec laughed, thinking about Danen's person magnet. "I know what you're 
going through, Bethany. I feel that way when I get a cloudy thought. If anything 
stops me from doing it, I go nuts." 

"Let's go, then!" She took his hand and pulled him toward the Port-O-Door. 

"Wait a minute. We have to help Wandabelle." 

The Clown Fairy fluttered by. Her voice tinkled. "Go on, Erec. I'm going right 
now to help the clowns and get things straightened out for them. I won't need 
you and your family's help right away. I've waited for years for this. Another few 
days won't matter. It 
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actually gives me time to arrange everything." She sounded excited. 

"You heard her!" Bethany was too excited to ask what Wandabelle was talking 
about, or even care that a fairy was floating around in the room. "Jam, you 
coming?" 

"Yes, modom." He presented her with a backpack. "Ready, young sir?" 

Erec could tell that Jam had been exasperated trying to keep Bethany from 
leaving. She jumped up and down, clapping her hands as Jam found Cinnalim on 
the map of Otherness. 

"Now that I know where Danen's compound is, I'll put us closer. . . ." 

"So, you finished your fifth quest, then?" Bethany picked up Erec's Amulet of 


Virtues. "I wonder why it's not lighting up yet." 

Erec hadn't thought about it, but it was true. His fifth quest was done, wasn't 
it? He had saved the Clown Fairy. Nobody was left in the Nightmare Realm, not 
even Balor Stain. Maybe something was wrong with it. All of the death rays and 
black magic that it had absorbed when Baskania was trying to kill him must have 
damaged it. He let the thought go as Jam opened the door into the hot Cinnalim 
sunshine. 

Bethany whirled out onto the beach. "It's beautiful! I knew this place would be 
this great. Look at the waves rolling in. The temperature is perfect." She ran to 
the water and trailed her hand through a wave. "It's warm. We should swim ... 
but no. Up that cliff. Look at those gorgeous mansions up there! I want to go!" 

She raced ahead to steep stone steps carved into the hillside and ran up two at 
a time. Erec and Jam chased after her. 

"Careful, Bethany! Go slow. Just in case Baskania might be around." 

"Eek! Look at this place." Bethany pointed out the gazebos, gardens, pools, 
and tennis courts. "Let's go in there." She ran toward 
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the largest mansion, its glass walls and beams, steel doors and rails, sending 
sprays of color like a giant prism. White-painted porches and rounded window 
frames added warmth to the glitter. 

"Slow down!" Erec grabbed her arm, and Jam caught her other one. Inside the 
open door, surrounded by his never-ending party, sat Danen Nomad on his 
throne of money. 

Bethany melted when she saw him, dropping to her knees. "Look at him! I 
can't believe it. He's the one--the man I want to spend the rest of my life with." 

Erec was, against his better judgment, starting to feel jealous. "That old guy? 
Look at him, Bethany. His underwear is made of money." 

"It is?" She swooned. "How dreamy!" 

Erec spotted Ajax Hunter across the crowded room standing near Danen. He 
was looking at his watch, as if tired of standing around. He must have been 
stationed here by Baskania, just in case Erec showed up. 

Bethany almost ran right toward him, but Erec pulled her down. "Ajax Hunter 
is right over there. You have to wait." 

"Wait! I've waited my whole life for this moment. What did you say his name 
was?" Her voice sounded so dreamy it was making Erec sick. 

"Can I help you?" 

Erec looked up to see Mike, the big security guard who they had met before. 
"You have to get Danen to turn his magnet off Bethany. Quick!" 

Mike frowned. "It's not been easy, what you've put us through,” he said. 


"Baskania hasn't been back here, luckily. So he doesn't know about Mr. Danen 
using the magnet on Bethany. But he's had people stationed here since your visit, 
watching. They don't know why you came, it sounds like. In fact, Ajax Hunter 
said that after this week 
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they won't be bothering us anymore--if we promise to turn you in if you ever 
show up. So this wasn't the best time to visit. Maybe come back next week?" 

"No!" Bethany gasped. "It kills me to think of leaving!" 

Erec shot Mike an annoyed look. "Can you just send a message to Danen that 
we say thank you and please let her go now? We're never going to get her out of 
here otherwise. I don't think you want Bethany hanging around and getting 
caught here either. That would lead to more questions." 

Mike sighed and disappeared. Erec and Jam pulled Bethany out of the door, 
struggling, and sat out of sight. 

"Just... let...me... go." Bethany twisted and fought against their grasp. 
"It's lovely in there. Great people to meet." Then, as if just realizing something, 
her jaw dropped. "We should live here! You can still do your quests. Go to 
Alypium when you have to draw one from Al's Well. But this can be our home 
base!" 

Erec didn't bother answering. 

All of a sudden, Bethany held still. She looked around, and then back at the 
house, frowning. "Was that Ajax Hunter in there?" 

"Yup." 

"Then what are we doing here? Let's go!" 

Erec did not let go at first, wondering if she was trying to fake them out and 
get inside the house. "You don't want to meet Danen Nomad anymore?" 

"Who, that guy inside? Not if he's standing next to Ajax Hunter. What's the 
big deal about him, anyway?" 

He squinted at her, starting to smile. "Isn't he 'the one"? The perfect man that 
you want to spend your life with?" 

Bethany turned pink, remembering. "Um, did I say that? I guess that magnet is 
turned off now. How embarrassing!" 

Erec grinned with relief. "Okay, let's go home." 
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CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE 
Schmaltzberry Pies 


UNE GAVE EREC a huge hug when they returned. "I haven't said 


congratulations yet for saving the Clown Fairy." She was very relieved. "You 
don't know how important that was. Wandabelle has been flying in and out of 
here--the little thing is all excited. Did she tell you what's going on?" 

Erec answered. "She's doing something to secure the future of the clowns, I 
think. Something only she can do so they'll always be safe." 
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June looked at him closely. "She didn't give any details, though?" 

"No. But she wants us all to help." 

Surprising Erec, June sniffed and forced a smile on her face. "Okay." 

"Are you all right, Mom?" 

"Yeah." She ruffled his hair. "Just wanted to spend a little time at home with 
all of you. You know." 

"We'll be able to do that soon, Mom. Don't worry." 

Wandabelle fluttered up to Erec and kissed his nose, making him itch 
tremendously, then fluttered to Danny's ear. "It's time! Everything is ready. I 
have all of the special ingredients, whipped them all together." She giggled. 
"Come on! All of you!" 

"All of us?" Erec asked confused. "You don't want everyone here to go, do 
you?" 

"Of course!" Wandabelle's voice tinkled. 

"I mean, my mom should probably stay here with Nell, Trevor, and Zoey, I 
think." 

"Nonsense! They should come too. This trip is perfectly safe, I assure you. 
And I'd be very disappointed if Aunt Salsa didn't join us." 

Aunt Salsa covered her mouth, giggling in delight. "Should I bring anything?" 

"Not at all. Except we have to hurry!" 

Everyone filed after the little fairy into the Port-O-Door, and she directed Jam 
to which part of Otherness to pull up on the map. "Over there. Enlarge the part 
that says 'Smoolie.' Now put the Port-O-Door into that big field there. Yes, the 
tree on that side is fine." 

They stepped out into the most gorgeous place Erec had ever seen. The large 
field surrounded by groves of trees was absolutely spectacular. Each tree looked 
like a work of art, the leaves glistening green as if they had been painted with 
neon light. The sapphire sky seemed to melt around everything. Sunlight 
streaked from high 
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above and made the air gleam and shimmer. The birds, the grass . . . 
everything seemed more like a painting than real. 

Erec had visited many beautiful places, but never anywhere like Smoolie. It 


took a moment for him to adjust before he even noticed the crowds on the open 
lawn. Hundreds of clowns filled the clearing. Some of them juggled and did 
acrobatics, but most stood talking animatedly, facing straight ahead. 

Wandabelle led Erec's group to the front of the clearing. Curiously enough, he 
spotted two large pies set atop thrones. 

"Stand here--all of you." Wandabelle gestured to the front of the large crowd. 
She flew to the front of the crowd and sat on the grass. At first it was hard to see 
her. But she raised her arms and grew larger, shooting up to the sky, until she 
was thirty feet tall. Her voice boomed. 

"Thank you all for coming here, to share with me a day that will go down in 
clown history! Many of you have been working hard for years to bring us to this 
point, that we can provide true safety for clowns. So let me say, long live the 
clowns!" 

The crowd behind Erec screamed and cheered. "Long live the clowns!" 

After they had settled down, Wandabelle continued. "We've been through a lot 
lately. Our numbers have dropped. We've almost suffered a disaster. For clowns 
without leaders cannot go on. And the Shadow Prince, who wanted to be your 
new leader, would have made you slaves. 

"So, I'd like to thank our hero for today. Let's give a big cheer for Erec Rex! 
He freed me from my prison in the Nightmare Realm! And he has brought with 
him our new future--a future of hope for all!" 

Wild cheering erupted behind Erec, and a few people slapped him on the back. 
He felt his face turn red. Why all this? He didn't 
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need this attention. But at the same time he felt himself grinning. 

"So, it's for Erec, as well as all of us, that I'm going to tell a little story. This is 
the story of the clowns. Our trials, our perils, and now--our victory!" 

Amid the screams and cheers, Erec thought he heard circus music playing in 
the background. 

"Many hundreds of years ago, a fairy princess had a dream. It was about a 
new nation of people whose mission was to spread joy and delight across all 
lands. And out of this dream sprang a wonderful reality. The princess made a 
wish. And the wish came true. The first clowns were born, and they prospered, 
following their Clown Fairy with love and devotion. 

"As time went on, the clowns needed more than just their guardian protector 
to care for them, loyal as I was. They thrived with structure and deserved some 
of their own kind to lead them with wisdom and respect. So, one glorious day, I 
wished that kind of leadership for you. Two objects floated down from the sky, 
drifting on little parasols. They were quickly recognized as two of the most 


beautiful clowns ever seen. 

"Queen Shalimar and King Derby stepped into their rightful places as the 
rulers of the clowns. I blessed them with the gift of ages--that as long as there 
was a Clown on this earth, then they would live to rule. For many hundreds of 
years they lived happily and at peace with their subjects. 

"When the Kingdoms of the Keepers formed five hundred years ago, the 
clowns happily accepted the invitation to live in settlements in Otherness and 
move completely out of Upper Earth. Baskania offered us safety and room to do 
as we wanted, without being disturbed by others. We trusted him and found no 
reason to doubt his good will. 

"But ten years ago, Baskania's men went on a murderous spree, 
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destroying most of King Piter's castle in Alypium, in an attempt to take over. 
Among his other plans, we found out that he also intended to take the lives of 
our precious rulers. 

"Clown intelligence is the best there is. We have spy networks everywhere. So 
of course we learned the plot to take Queen Shalimar's and King Derby's lives. 
The king and queen brought their top advisors in to discuss the matter, and it was 
decided that they go into hiding. Their death would be staged. The deed was 
complicated, but with my help we were able to fool the killers. 

"But to stay safe, Shalimar and Derby would have to stay out of sight. As soon 
as Baskania learned that they were alive, he would be back again. So we decided 
to take our own action. The rulers remained hidden while we came up with the 
most glorious and wonderful invention of all time. Something that would not 
only protect our rulers, but every clown alive as well. 

"It was an Aeronautic Castle--a special structure that humans or clowns could 
never build alone. It took fairy work along with years of clown labor and 
assistance to create. But finally it has been finished. And so I reveal to you now: 
the Aeronautic Castle." She waved her arm, and the air before them rippled. A 
gigantic, shimmering clear castle appeared behind her, stretching into the sky. Its 
edges and beams shone, but most of it was completely transparent, which gave it 
the appearance of an immense, palace-shaped bubble. Amazingly, the entire 
thing was floating in the air, a few feet off the ground. 

"This, my friends, provides safety. This gives us freedom. Once your rulers 
return here, nobody will ever be able to harm them, or you, again." She smiled. 
"Which brings me to the last part of my story." She gestured at the two thrones 
with pies sitting atop them. "Your rulers. They are here." 

A frantic buzzing filled the air. Erec looked at the pies in shock. Their king 
and queen had disguised themselves as pies ten years 
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ago? How dangerous was that? Anyone could have eaten them, he thought. 
And in clown country, it was amazing nobody had thrown them into someone's 
face by now. 

"Yes." Wandabelle smiled. "As you've guessed, these are not ordinary pies. 
No, they are special shmaltzberry pies. And you know what that means." 

Shmaltzberry pies? Erec had never heard of such a thing. They didn't look 
very appetizing, either. But that was probably a good thing if clown rulers were 
hiding in them. Erec turned to his side and found that June was moved by the 
story, tears rolling down her face. 

"Our rulers are ready to return now. They have hidden themselves well, even 
from their own selves, as you can see. That was the safest way for everyone, so 
nobody would suspect anything. Right now"--she glanced at the pies--"they do 
not know that they are our rulers. But it is time to wake them up." 

Erec froze in shock. Dumpling Smith and her tall companion, Kookles, ran up 
behind the thrones. How did Mrs. Smith find them? Had someone told her where 
they were? They searched the crowd and spotted Danny and Sammy. 

Worse yet, they grabbed the pies on the thrones. It all happened so fast that 
Erec could barely react. Baskania must have found out where the clown rulers 
were hiding after all. He sent his assistants to destroy them. 

Dumpling and Kookles stole the pies and ran straight toward Erec's family. 
His breath caught. He would not let them hurt anyone now. What were they 
doing? 

Then, unexpectedly, Dumpling Smith and Kookles threw the two pies into the 
faces of Danny and Sammy. 

Erec spun around in horror. Had that killed the clown king and queen? And 
what did it do to Danny and Sammy? Pie goop dripped down, covering them... 
melting into them. 
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The air surrounding both of the twins sparkled like diamonds. They rose in the 
air, turning slowly ... and changing... . 

Sammy's nose started to puff out, and Danny's hair turned a bright orange. 
What was in those pies? And why were they changing his brother and sister? 

Dumpling and Kookles were stretched flat on the ground before them. Why 
was that? Were the twins about to explode or something? But instead they only 
began to look funnier. Sammy's nose was quite large now, and her cheeks puffed 
a bit too. Danny's eyebrows became high and arched, his nose turned red. 

They looked like clowns. 

The twins spun gently to the ground, big grins on their faces. They gave each 


other a big hug, hugged everyone in their family, then slowly walked toward the 
thrones. 

Wandabelle looked down on them with delight. "After being gone for the last 
ten years, they have now returned to you--your illustrious Queen Shalimar and 
King Derby!" 

Danny and Sammy blew kisses toward the crowd. Were they actually going to 
pretend that they were the clown queen and king? Erec thought. Why were the 
clowns going along with this? 

Wandabelle said, "I think your king and queen would like to say something to 
you all." She pulled a branch off a tree and set it up like a microphone in front of 
them, and it worked like a microphone. 

"Loyal subjects," Danny said, waving. "We have returned!" The crowd 
erupted in cheers. "It has been a long time since we've gone into hiding in Upper 
Earth. During that time, Shalimar and I did not know who we were. But June 
O'Hara, Erec Rex, Nell Rex, Trevor Rex, and Zoey Rex gave us protection, love, 
shelter, and even their name. We all owe a debt of gratitude to this family, who 
will always be a part of our family for all eternity." 

That was Danny's voice, Erec thought. But Danny never talked 

442 

like that. His mind still could not wrap around what was happening. 

Then his vision returned to him. When he had looked into the future with his 
dragon eyes. Danny and Sammy were being crowned king and queen. That 
vision had shown only two thrones. Erec had been watching, not ruling with 
them. 

Danny and Sammy really were the clown king and queen. 

He had had no idea. 

Sammy beamed like a true queen. "It is so good to be back with you. I didn't 
even know how much I missed you until now that my memory has returned. 
Thank you for building us this Aeronautic Castle." She held her hand over her 
heart. "You are the best, most loyal subjects a queen could ever have." 

Erec looked at his mother. "Did you know this?" 

Her mouth quirked in a smile. "When I took you to watch over, I agreed to 
take them as well." She sniffed. "It's still hard to say good-bye." 

Erec gave her a hug. "It's not good-bye. We'll visit a lot, right?" His throat 
caught, but he didn't want his mother to know he felt the same way. 

She nodded. "Yes. A lot." 

"Come inside the new Aeronautic Castle," Wandabelle announced. "The 
coronation will begin!" 

The castle lowered to the ground, and shimmering clear steps descended onto 


the field. Danny and Sammy, or Derby and Shalimar, were carried inside on their 
thrones, and the huge crowd of clowns followed in full celebration mode. Flutes 
were played, balls juggled, tubas blared, and gymnast clowns did flips over one 
another on the way inside. Erec had to be careful not to get trampled. 

The floor inside was a garden of dirt, filled from wall to wall with huge white 
daisies. He and his family made their way to the front of the huge, sparkling 
throne room. From the inside, the palace 

443 

was not clear at all, but it still gleamed with gold and warm colors 
everywhere. Dumpling Smith and Kookles approached King Derby and Queen 
Shalimar and bowed low before placing crowns on their heads. 

Erec whispered to Nell and Trevor, "So... it looks like Mrs. Smith and 
Kookles didn't work for Baskania after all. They were clown spies." 

Nell leaned forward on her walker. "So she really was trying to protect them." 

Wild applause and cheers shook the walls, and the floor vibrated from all the 
dancing and celebration. On two tall thrones before him, his brother and sister, 
Danny and Sammy, sat glowing. They wore tall, pointed crowns of gold, 
diamonds, and emeralds capping each tip. Sammy giggled, waving at the masses 
celebrating behind Erec. 

June, standing next to him, could not wipe the grin off her face. "Isn't this 
wonderful? I thought it would never happen. Now everybody knows!" 

Erec crossed his arms and nodded. "Now we all know." And he knew 
everything would be better now. 

The celebrations lasted into the night. Erec and Bethany wandered outside, 
tired and overwhelmed. 

"Look." Bethany pointed at his chest. "Your Amulet of Virtues--another 
segment lit up now!" 

Erec lifted it out. Another of the twelve slices glowed, this one a silvery white. 
A small black symbol was revealed in the segment. "I'm going to look at it with 
my dragon eyes, so I can read what it says. You can look away if it weirds you 
out." 

"Nah, I'm used to it." 

He turned his eyes around, and everything became green. The symbol was 
easy to read: It said "Love." 
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Erec let his eyes return to normal as he thought about his quest and what it had 
meant. 

"Love?" Bethany asked, puzzled. "Does that mean you love Danny and 
Sammy ... or Wandabelle?" 


"I suppose that's part of it." He suppressed a smile. "But they're not the main 
thing that kept me going." 

She looked at him shyly, then took his hand. They walked awhile in silence. 

The next day featured a series of feasts, music, and more entertainment than 
Erec could imagine. He had a hard time adjusting to the fact that Danny and 
Sammy were a king and queen, especially of clowns. He had gotten used to the 
idea that they were his birth siblings, destined to rule the Kingdoms of the 
Keepers with him. 

Sammy-Shalimar was getting fussed over by a group of clowns with makeup. 
"Look at you!" one of them was saying. "You look so serious! Let's fix you up a 
bit, okay? I've got some nice hair frizz; you'll be gorgeous in no time." 

"Why, thank you, Trixie! What a warm welcome home this is." 

"You're so pale! Here, let me put a little red on your cheeks." 

Paint was applied, smudged, rinsed off, and reapplied until everyone, 
including Queen Shalimar, was satisfied. Although she did appear a bit clownish, 
Erec thought it was a nice in-between look. 

"So," he asked Sammy-Shalimar, "is Danny your brother or your husband?" 

She laughed. "He's my brother. We rule equally, but someday we may each 
choose to marry someone." She winked at Kookles, who stood by her, 
admiringly. "You know, I have to thank Dumpling Smith. There was a reason 
that I liked her so much, even though I should have been afraid of her." 

Erec laughed. "I guess this is why you and Danny could read 
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those letters that she sent that were written in . . . she wrote them in pie, didn't 
she?" 

Sammy cracked up with him, and for a moment he felt like things were as 
they always had been, just like they were sitting at their kitchen table in New 
Jersey. 

But as Erec walked away, he felt a new sense of loss. He found Bethany 
watching an acrobatic show and pulled her aside. "I guess this means that my 
triplet brother and sister are really still missing. I was so glad to have found 
them--and now they're gone again." 

She patted his arm. "They're somewhere out there. We'll figure it out. I have a 
little brother waiting for me to find him, too." 

Erec sighed. It was time to go home. 

Everything was perfect. There was no need to ever go anywhere else again. 
Erec and Bethany sat with Jack, Jam, Trevor, June, and Aunt Salsa in her living 
room, talking about the clown coronation and how great Sammy looked with the 
bright makeup on. Zoey ran around like a banshee, the only one who was not at 


all tired. 

It was safe, quiet, and almost boring. Exactly the way Erec wanted it to stay 
forever. Some of the quests had been fun, some had been harrowing. But as far 
as he was concerned they were over. There was nothing that could get him to 
venture back out into the world when he had everything he always wanted right 
here. 

Kyron had gone back to help Spartacus deal with the colonies of Erecs, 
Bethanys, and Baskanias that were still camping on his property, and with a little 
persuasion Erec got Griffin to join him. Griffin didn't like stepping down from 
his post of guarding Erec, but he finally agreed to go where he was more needed. 

Erec took Oscar's eye out of his backpack and gave it to Jack. "Can you get 
this to him? He works in the Green House, but I doubt it's safe to go in there. 
Someone might steal the eye right back again." 
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"T'll see if I can find him on his way into the Green House and get him meet to 
meet with me in Paisley Park. Poor guy. Baskania's really turned his head 
around. I've known him for a long time, and I bet I can straighten him out." 

"Let me know how it goes, okay? Thanks, Jack." 

Jack held up the eye. "I'm glad you found this. What a close call." He went 
into Aunt Salsa's Port-O-Door and left for Alypium. 

When everyone was hungry, they passed around the Serving Tray. Zoey sat in 
Bethany's lap and grabbed the silver tray. "I want chocolate rain from Cimm- 
lim." She laughed when a bag of it appeared in front of her. "Tell me about the 
bad fortress you were in. What was the scariest part?" 

"Oohh, I don't know." Bethany thought. "I guess seeing Baskania was the 
scariest. I don't like him a lot." She rubbed Zoey's head, then said to Erec, "It 
was creepy. I ended up hearing bits and pieces of their plans and what was going 
on. I couldn't really piece it together, though. Ajax Hunter kept bragging to 
Baskania about all these people he was getting. Sometimes he named famous 
people, other times just big groups. But I've been thinking about it, and putting it 
together with Wandabelle. They mentioned her name too. And I have a really 
bad feeling about it." 

Erec understood what she meant. "Those were all people that Baskania is 
giving to the Furies?" 

She nodded, pale. "There were a lot of them. And I'm pretty sure that's what 
they were talking about." 

"How many?" Erec began to feel worried. 

"Ajax Hunter managed to get a group of nine hundred people together and 
took them . . . I guess to the Furies. That was the first big group. It was a fantasy 


convention in America. People showed up from all over expecting to meet 
authors, get signed books, and listen to panels. But someone got them all to 
march in some kind 
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of costume parade, and the next thing they knew they were walking into the 
cave." 

"The first? How many big groups did he get?" 

"A few. They kept talking about that cave, and I didn't know why they would 
want people to be in a cave. But I'm remembering now something about taking 
the Clown Fairy there. It has to be the Furies' cave." 

Erec tried to calm down. "Do you know how many people Baskania has taken 
there already?" 

She nodded. "Ajax said they were up to two thousand four hundred. And they 
were bringing another five hundred in next--they're probably already there. Oh, 
this is awful. Those poor people! What are the Furies going to do with them, do 
you think?" 

Erec could hardly speak. He had no idea that Baskania was working this fast. 
"We have to tell my father. Someone has to do something right away." 

Bethany looked concerned. "I'm sorry. I should have told you sooner. I just--" 
She looked down. "I was so caught up in the Cinnalim thing. How stupid was 
that?" 

"You couldn't help that." 

"And then Danny and Sammy--I mean Derby and Shalimar's coronation. It's 
not right, though. Bad things might be happening to these people. You're right. 
We should ask your father why the Furies want so many people there." 

He stared at her. "I never told you, did I? Bethany, things are a lot worse than 
you think they are. The Furies are trapped in a place called Tartarus. There is 
only one thing that will let them escape: three thousand human souls. Souls. Not 
living beings. So you can imagine what's happening to the people Baskania is 
sending there. Once they have three thousand, the Furies can use the souls to 
escape in. And if they get out of Tartarus it will be complete chaos. The 
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Furies hate their sisters, the Fates, so it will turn into some kind of cosmic war 
between them. You can imagine what that would be like for us. 

"Oscar said in a letter that Baskania was planning on giving the Furies two 
thousand nine hundred and ninety-nine people, and holding on to that last one 
person until they meet all of his demands. I think he wants the Furies to take 
commands from him when they escape. They're desperate enough that they 
might agree to anything. 


"I thought the process would take years, though. Three thousand people, 
gradually picked off one at a time. But if he's sending them in groups of almost a 
thousand, we're in huge trouble." 

The room was silent as everybody absorbed this information. Just when they 
all had felt so safe and comfortable, an awful danger was looming over them. It 
threatened not just Erec's family, but all of humanity. 

"Jam?" Erec said. "Can you get my father and Queen Posey on e-mail again?" 

"Certainly, young sir." Jam's forehead creased with worry, and he hurried to 
find his notes on the contact person at Queen Posey's undersea palace. "I'll be 
right back." 

The Hermit could solve this problem, Erec thought. Or his father could--with 
help from Queen Posey if he still was too weak to do it himself. Another person 
had to take care of this disaster. Maybe even his missing triplet brother and 
sister, whoever they were. Someone else besides him. 

But a tiny voice told him that none of them would be able to. The Fates were 
watching him, he thought. And they were laughing. 
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BOOK THREE Megaera the Jealous 


HEN TRIPLETS ARE born, there is always a youngest, even if it is only by a 
minute. I am that girl. No matter how strong my powers are, how many years of 
wisdom are under my belt, I will always be the one looked down upon, belittled. 

To make it worse, we have three older sisters--Decima, Nona, and Morta--who 
think they are so much better than us, and trust us so little, that they locked us 
away forever. If only I could be one of them, and enjoy the kind of lives they 
lead--it pains me to no end. They are free of bitterness, and full of laughter. 

It's not fair. I've spent millennia wishing, wanting what they have. 
450Knowing I'm never going to get it makes me want to shred them into tiny 
pieces and watch the wind blow them away. Only then might I finally be at 
peace. 

It's not just the Fates, though, that drive me insane. Every single one of you 
creatures out there, free in the world, makes me sick. How sweet your lives must 
be! What I would give to have what you carelessly throw away every single day! 
You all deserve to die torturous deaths. 

My life is a painful joke. Surrounded by one sister who is always furious at 
me, and another who makes me pay for every tiny thing I've done wrong, my 
long days are more of a prison than any you could imagine. 

This knowledge of my existence has gnawed away at my heart until the once- 
beating thing has completely gone. And every time a bit of my heart threatens to 


grow back, it's eaten away again faster than it can form. All that is left is a 
wasteland of misery for me, and an insatiable desire to get even with my sisters, 
the Fates, and every last human soul on this planet. Even newborn babies make 
my stomach turn. They don't know how sweet their lives are, they take it all for 
granted. I want to see the world decimated. And maybe then I will finally have 
nothing to feel envious for. This is what I deserve. 
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CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO A 


Productive Swim 


ING PITER WAS stunned when Erec told him the news. "Are you sure you 
heard that right, Bethany? They may have twenty-nine hundred souls in Tartarus 
already? That would leave only a hundred more before the Furies could escape." 

Bethany's face crumpled. "I heard that a while ago. The number could be 
higher by now easily." 

"Hold on." King Piter had to go find a chair. Soon he was sitting, 
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face in his hands. They watched him in silence, all of them feeling the same 
pressure. At last he sniffed sharply and lifted his head. "There's nothing we can 
do, then. It's over. I'd like you all to come here, to Ashona. First of all, it will be 
the most protected place. When the Furies get out they'll wreak havoc 
everywhere, and no doubt Ashona will be affected too. But it's more hidden, 
with all the sea life in the way. We might have more time here. Plus, I'd like for 
us to be together now. I don't know how much longer we'll have." 

If Erec was frightened before, that was nothing compared to the hopelessness 
he felt now. "But we have to do something, right? We can't just let the world 
end!" 

"I hope not, Erec. Nobody knows how much the Furies will wreck. The world 
could end, yes. So, until we know, let's stay together down here." 

Posey appeared on the screen. "I agree. Would you like a few minutes to get 
your things together? I'll come bring you here. It's easier." 

"Baskania is getting powers in exchange for giving people to the Furies," Erec 
pointed out. "You know the Draw he used on Bethany? That was in exchange for 
souls. He's planning to give them all the people they need to escape minus one, 
and when they're really desperate he's going to make them promise to serve him 
once he lets them go free." 

King Piter couldn't believe it. "He's crazy. Baskania actually thinks the Furies 
will be his slaves? They're powerful beyond even his imagination. And wild and 


reckless, too." 

"But they'll do anything to get out of Tartarus, won't they? Maybe even do 
favors for Baskania." 

The king's mouth fell open. "Our problems are far worse than I imagined. I 
was worried about the world ending from the conflict 
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between the Fates and the Furies. But if he's commanding the Furies, Baskania 
will destroy everything before that has a chance to happen." 

"Isn't there anything you can do? Or the Hermit?" 

King Piter dismissed that idea. "It's far too dangerous. The Furies are not to be 
trifled with. Stay far, far away, Erec. All we can hope for is a little time here 
together before the Furies are unleashed." 

"I guess I can't do any more quests, then." Erec laughed bitterly. Oddly, he 
would miss doing them, even though a moment ago he had foresworn leaving 
Aunt Salsa's apartment ever again. 

Piter's face darkened. "Erec--you have to promise me. This is really 
important." 

"Okay. What is it?" 

"The quests. Get them out of your mind. Stay far away from Al's Well, all 
right?" 

Erec didn't see the connection. "Why are you thinking that?" 

"The Fates have been using you to fix serious problems. And it's obvious from 
what they've asked you to do that your safety is not their main concern. So I 
wouldn't be surprised if the Fates plan on throwing you right into the middle of 
this mess. As much as I believe in them, I have to put my foot down this time. 
You are going nowhere near Tartarus, Erec. You are not getting involved with 
the three Furies. Sending you to see King Augeas was bad enough. I want you 
alive, you understand me?" 

Erec remained silent. Would the Fates really involve him in this disaster? And 
if they did, would he stop the Furies? Or was his father right, and he would die? 
Then again, weren't they all going to die anyway if the Furies escaped Tartarus? 

The king could read Erec's expression. "Son, don't even think about it. You 
don't mess with the Furies any more than you would mess with the Fates, if 
you'd like to stay alive." 

"Okay." His father was probably right. Erec shouldn't even consider 
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it. Let someone else take care of this one, he thought . . . hoping there was 
somebody--like his father--who could. 

The king saw his hopeful expression and shook his head sadly. "I'm afraid I 


can't. I couldn't even protect Bethany." 

"You shouldn't be sorry," Bethany said. "That scepter was messing with you-- 
Erec told me all about it. I didn't exactly come and tell you I was leaving. How 
would you have known that Baskania put a Draw on me?" 

That made Erec feel worse. "Yeah, I'm the one she sent a letter to, saying she 
was leaving. I should have been able to stop her." 

Bethany said, exasperated, "Would you two stop blaming yourselves for 
everything? You sent me a letter back right away, telling me not to go, didn't 
you? And you did come right away. It was just too late. Nothing could have 
stopped me, anyway." 

The king was looking down, upset, mumbling to himself, and Erec decided to 
cheer him up. "Everything turned out all right, anyway. But you're not going to 
believe this. It turns out Bethany has a younger brother! The whole prophecy had 
nothing to do with her all along." 

"I know it." The king's voice was deathly quiet. "Ruth Cleary had three 
children. Her youngest was just a baby when she died." 

Erec stared at the screen, suddenly realizing a new twist to this tale. Of course 
his father would have been aware of that. Bethany's mother was his AdviSeer, 
and she lived in the Castle Alypium. "Why didn't you say something, Dad? Why 
didn't you tell Baskania he had the wrong person, so he would let Bethany go? 
Or, even . . . way back when he first found out about the prophecy, before he 
even took Bethany. You could have gotten word out then, so we all knew. Then 
Bethany wouldn't have been captured." 

King Piter's eyes were wet and heavy with grief. "You are right, Erec. I could 
have done that, and saved Bethany's misery. Maybe 
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even saved her life, if you had not been able to. But I couldn't. If he actually 
knew..." 

"What? You let Bethany get captured on purpose? You let her be a decoy?" 
Erec rubbed his ears as if he had heard wrong. 

"No. I didn't want her to get captured at all! I thought I could keep her safe--" 

"But you couldn't, could you?" A burst of rage seared through Erec. "Instead 
you spent all your time thinking about yourself and the precious little scepter. 
You kept such a horrible watch on Bethany, it was no wonder she was caught. 
And you didn't even do the simplest thing to protect her--let everyone know that 
she wasn't the one Baskania wanted to begin with." 

"Erec." June reached out to stop him. 

He flicked her hand off his shoulder and spun around. "Did you know too? 
Tell me, Mom. Were you in on this, setting up Bethany?" 


Her face blanched. "It . . . wasn't my choice, Erec. I had to listen to your 
father, the king." 

"Wasn't your choice?" He heard himself shouting, but didn't bother to control 
himself. "That's interesting. So you take no responsibility for what you do, then? 
If you think you can't defy your king, just take a good look at him. He can barely 
even hold himself together. His castle is gone, his scepter is gone. Look at him. 
You want to see somebody defy him? Well, just watch me. I'll show you how it's 
done. I think I'll start by drawing a quest from Al's Well. Didn't you forbid me to 
do that, father? Then it's exactly what I'll do." 

King Piter was hunched over, shoulders shaking. Was he crying? No wonder 
he felt guilty. He had a real reason to. 

Tears were streaming down June's face. She might not have made the 
decision, Erec thought, but she chose to follow it. He looked around the room. . . 
.Jam... 
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"Jam? Did you know about Bethany having a younger brother? You've lived in 
the castle a long time." 

He shook his head solemnly. "No, young sir. I am sorry. I came to the Castle 
Alypium after this happened. So sorry. I had no idea that Bethany had a younger 
brother. Sorry, sir. So sorry." 

Erec almost laughed, despite his misery. "Jam! Stop apologizing. You've done 
nothing wrong, and you didn't even know. So why are you the only one saying 
you're sorry?" 

"Sorry, sir. I'm sorry about that. Sorry." 

"Jam, cut it out!" 

"Sorry. I will. Sorry." He was looking more flustered. 

"Jam!" 

"Sorry ... yes." He bit his lip before another "sorry" escaped. 

"I am sorry." June sounded hoarse. "Maybe I was wrong. I just did what I 
thought I had to. Which was keeping my mouth shut about certain things. I didn't 
tell you who you were all those years, and you hated me for a while because of 
that. But then you found out why, and I thought you understood." She sniffed. 
"T'll say this, Erec. In King Piter's defense, it's not as straightforward as it sounds. 
Saving Bethany would involve risking her brother's life." 

"Oh, okay. So, her brother is more important than she is, then?" 

"No." June shook her head. "It's not that. He's weaker, though." 

Erec thought he was going to go through the roof. "Like that would have made 
a difference there! Griffin is the strongest person I know, and he wouldn't last 
there either. Why couldn't you find Bethany's brother and protect him, then? 


Keep Baskania away from him?" 

"There was another risk, Erec." King Piter sounded choked up. "What if I 
couldn't protect him, and he was caught like Bethany? Baskania really would 
have found the secret to the Final Magic. That would have been the end of 
everything." 
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"It's the end of everything now, looks like," Erec said. "If it had been me, I 
would have figured out a way to keep her little brother really safe. Not whiling 
my time away playing with a scepter. Or you could have at least used the scepter 
to do something good, like keeping Bethany and her brother safe." 

"Erec, June is right. It's complicated. When you come here we'll talk, and I'll 
see if I can help you understand--" 

"I'm not coming." Erec crossed his arms. 

The king looked distraught. "Of course you are. All of you. We'll spend our 
last days together. Bethany too. And I hope you'll forgive me, and try to 
understand what I was thinking." 

"I will never forgive you. Let's start there. And I will not be spending my last 
days there. I'm going to get my quest. And, if these are our last days, I'll be 
spending my time actually trying to do something about that." He switched off 
the e-mail and walked out of the room. 

After a while of sitting alone in bed, trying to calm himself, Bethany walked 
in and sat next to him. Erec expected her to defend his father, like she had so 
many times in the past, and he didn't want to hear it. But instead she sat silently, 
staring at her feet. 

"I can't believe he did that to you." 

When he raised his eyes, he was surprised to see tears rolling down her face. 
She nodded. "I know." 

Erec dropped his head onto his knees. Of course, this news would be even 
harder on her than on him. She had thought of Piter as her own father. He was all 
she had, with both of her parents dead. And he had sold her down the river. 
Erec's fists clenched. How dare he do this to Bethany? What must she feel like 
now? She had lived with Earl Evirly for all of those years--him not loving her, 
just taking advantage of her. And now King Piter proved to be no better. 

Erec put his arm around her shoulders, which made her cry 
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harder. He wished he knew the right thing to say. "I'm sorry, Bethany." 

She laughed through her tears. "Stop it. You sound like Jam." 

They both cracked up for a minute, then Bethany hugged her knees. Erec 
smiled at her. "You know what really matters, Bethany? You do have a real 


family. Pi loves you, and your new brother will too, once we find him. And we 
will find him, okay? I'll make sure of that. And you also have me. I mean, I 
know I'm not your family or anything. But I'll do anything for you. Who cares 
about what King Piter thinks? He's my real father--and I don't even want him. 
I'm officially giving him up. So neither of us have parents now. We're even." 

Bethany looked at him out of the corner of her eye, a smile forming on her 
cheeks. "You have June, still." 

"Yeah." Erec pondered that. "I guess the jury's still out on her. Not sure if I'm 
forgiving her for this one." 

"I have. It wasn't her fault, really. Think of all the other things King Piter told 
her not to talk about, like who you really were, and Danny and Sammy. Those 
were all for good reasons. So she thought she had to listen." Bethany shrugged. 

"I guess so. It'll take me a little time to get used to that, but you're probably 
right. I still have another mother to find too--my birth mother. She's around 
somewhere, I just know it." 

"We'll find her, too. Your birth mother, my younger brother, and your missing 
triplet siblings. Guess we have our work cut out." She laughed. 

It was good to see Bethany smile again. "Yeah. But you know the first thing I 
have to do, don't you?" 

Bethany looked like she didn't want to hear the answer. 

"I'm getting the next quest," Erec said firmly. "I have to find out what it is. 
Maybe there is an easy thing I can do that would make all of the difference with 
the Furies. I'm going to pull the quest out and see what it says, that's all. Then I'll 
decide what to do." 
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She was troubled, but she understood. "That sounds reasonable. Except it is so 
hard to get your quests now. Didn't you say you had to have a dragon fly you 
there last time?" 

"Yup. Little Erec," Erec said, cracking a smile. "You've got to meet him. He's 
gotten so big since we saved him." 

"Since you saved him. You always share all the credit with everyone." 

"No, I don't." 

She winked at him. "That's what I like about you." 

"Okay, then. Maybe I do." A grin spread over his face. 

"So, are you going to call Patchouli and Little Erec to help you get to Al's 
Well again?" 

"I don't know. It was really dangerous last time. I don't want little Erec to get 
shot. There has to be another way." 

He racked his brain. How else could he get into the Labor Society? Guards 


were posted everywhere, waiting for him. Even if he slipped through the front 
door, he couldn't get into Al's Well that way. Only the side door, where Janus 
was, gave him access to where he needed to go. And that door was crowded with 
armed guards. 

Last time he had dropped from the sky on a dragon's back. Too bad he couldn't 
bring a cloudy thought on and sprout wings. Even if he did, how would he get 
back again? Turn on another cloudy thought and fly home? 

"Wait a minute," Bethany said. "Remember that time you got flushed out of 
Al's Well into those water tunnels, and you ended up in the castle pool table?" 

Erec sat up straight. That was the answer! 

"Too bad that pool table is gone," Bethany said. 

"But the water tunnel that led to it is still there. It's outside my father's house, 
in the gardens. He made it into a pool. That's perfect! I'll go in and try to find my 
way back to Al's Well." As he said that, 
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he remembered how easy it was to get lost inside those tunnels. 

"T'll go with you! That will be fun." 

He was glad she volunteered to come. "All right. We're the only two who can 
do it, with our Instagills. Why not?" 

"First thing in the morning, then?" 

"We're on." 

June didn't say much when they left, but her eyes were teary. Erec decided that 
he had forgiven her and gave her a hug. "We're just going to draw the sixth quest 
from the well and see what it is. It doesn't mean I'm going to do it." 

"Be careful." 

Erec was relieved to find nobody in his father's house. It occurred to him that 
Mrs. Smith would no longer be hounding them, now that her king and queen 
were restored to power. So, she really was a clown. That explained her strange 
looks a lot. 

They weren't planning to go outside Alypium, so no coats were in order. Erec 
pointed out the window. "That's the pool. You ready?" 

Bethany nodded. The two of them raced outside and jumped in. As soon as he 
submerged, Erec felt the Instagills open in his wrists. After a moment to adjust, 
he was breathing underwater like a fish. It felt great to be swimming. The water 
streamed around him, warm and comfortable. 

"Here's the hole." He pointed at an opening at the bottom a few feet wide. 

"Let's go!" Erec could hear Bethany almost as well as when they were on 
land. She was watching the little gills opening and closing in her palms with 
amazement. Then she dove toward the hole in the bottom. Erec followed her. It 


had been a while since he had been in these water passages, but it all came right 
back to him. Even though they were underground, an unseen light source filled 
the tunnels. 
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Openings branched off in several directions, leading to more tunnels and more 
openings. He remembered that a few led up into lakes, or even puddles or 
swamps. But no markings showed which way to go, so they just looked into a 
few as they passed by. Nothing looked like it led up into a well. 

Regardless, it was fun swimming together. After a few kicks to send him in 
one direction a current took over, pushing him along that way, and then all he 
had to do was float while it carried him. For fun, Bethany kicked herself upward, 
down, then backward, just to make the current around her change and send her 
different ways. 

"We can't go too far away," she said. "Al's Well is in Alypium. If we swim too 
long in any one direction, we should turn back again." 

"That makes sense. The only problem is that this current is carrying us faster 
than you'd think. Remember how quickly we got out near an ocean last time?" 

"Ooh--you're right." Bethany stopped going forward and swam in circles. "It 
is hard to judge how far we're going." 

A few fish swam by, making Erec wonder if they were near a lake. They 
turned and plunged into a tunnel that led up and into a stream in the wilderness. 
He popped his head above water and gasped for breath as his body adjusted to 
the air. 

"Look!" Overhead, two dragons soared through the air. One was a reddish 
purple, and the smaller one a deeper green. 

Bethany choked slightly on the water. "Next time I'm staying under until I 
know where we are." She coughed until her breathing was clear. "We must be in 
Otherness somewhere. Oh, Erec. We're completely lost. I should have known 
this would happen in these tunnels." 

"I wish there was a map." Erec shivered. "Let's go back down. It feels warmer 
and a lot better when my Instagills are out." 

It was clear that they were well lost. Erec wished he had brought 
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his backpack with the Serving Tray. It would have been nice to get a snack. 
And that way there was no pressure to find a place to stay. Sleeping underwater 
sounded strange, but it would probably be comfortable. 

They meandered a while, starting to feel hopeless, and then Bethany pointed 
toward a flutter of activity. "Look! Something is going on over there." They 
swam close enough to see fish flurrying around something that looked like a 


treasure chest. Erec spied a flash of greenish hair and an arm. As they drifted 
closer, however, something huge rushed at them, teeth bared. 

"Eek!" Bethany and Erec kicked hard and darted away from whatever it was. 
Luckily, the creature did not chase them. After they were far enough away, it 
went back to whatever dark corner it lived in. 

"I'm about ready to call it a day," Erec said as they floated farther in an 
unknown direction. "What do you think?" 

Bethany frowned. "I don't know. Look over there." 

Erec turned to an odd sight. A very tall, thin man, with large gills waving from 
both sides of his neck, stood completely still in a wide alcove. Gray hair fluttered 
around his head in the water, and he watched them with a grave look on his face. 
His clothing, a blue camouflage one-piece suit, looked odd--not that Erec would 
expect to see any certain style of clothing on someone who lived underwater. 
Nonetheless, Erec was quite relieved to see someone who might help them find 
their way around. 

They swam over to the man. "Hello," Erec said. "I'm afraid we're lost. Can 
you point us in the direction of Alypium, please?" 

The man cleared his throat. His voice was goofy, and he extended all of his 
vowels a great deal and screeched sharply. "Excuse me? Are you just barging in 
here? Can't you see that we're having some important festivities right now? If 
you don't mind coming back in 
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an hour or so, I think we'd be more inclined to help you then." 

Erec and Bethany looked at each other. Nobody else was around that they 
could see. 

"Sir," Bethany said gently. "We would love to come back later, but we're very 
tired and need to get home soon. Is there a way you could tell us now, if you 
know where Alypium is from here?" 

"Oh, very well." He rolled his eyes. "I may deign to help you two gentlemen. 
But first I must confer with my fellow villagers. Do you mind waiting a 
moment?" 

"Of course," she said. 

The man turned so that he was facing away from them and continued to 
remain stock still. In a few moments he turned back. "We decided that you must 
pass a test, if you want help to find your way back. I know how to get all over 
the place. But I'm going to ask you each two very difficult questions. If you 
answer correctly, then I will take you wherever you want to go in the tunnels in 
Alypium. But if you don't..." He leaned forward, leering menacingly. 

"Yes?" Erec said. "If we don't, then what?" 


"Then ... I will drown you in massive quantities of water!" 

Erec looked at the water all around them, deciding that the guy was certifiably 
crazy. But they had nothing to lose. "Okay. Can we help each other with the 
answers?" 

The man nodded. "You will have to. The questions are extremely difficult." 

"Okay." Erec nodded. "Go ahead, then." 

"You first." He pointed at Erec. "Your first question: What . . . is my favorite 
supper?" 

Erec looked around, dumbfounded. "Um... fish?" 

"Correct. You may live for question number two." 

"Phew!" Erec shot Bethany a bewildered look. "Okay." 
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"Your second question is: If e to the i-x equals the cosine of x plus i times the 
sine of x, i being the imaginary unit, then how can you represent a point, z, in the 
complex plane?" 

Erec froze, but Bethany chuckled as if the man had asked what two plus two 
was. Erec rolled his hand out toward her, hoping she would take over. 

Which she happily did. "Euler's formula--so basic it's beautiful. Simple, really. 
i is the square root of negative one, of course. That used to be my favorite 
number! And it's kind of a trick question, so shame on you. Because if you want 
to express z in Cartesian coordinates it could be done simply, say as z equals x 
plus i-y, or z equals x minus i-y. But integrating Euler's formula you can express 
z in polar coordinates. Which then would be the absolute value of z times the 
sum of the cosine of theta plus i times the sine of theta, which equals the 
absolute value of z times e to the i-theta. And so on." 

The man nodded at her, entirely unimpressed. "Correct." He rolled his rs for a 
long time. Erec wondered if the man actually knew the correct answer or not. 
Bethany's response was so enthusiastic that it was hard to doubt her. 

"Now your turn, sir." The man turned to Bethany, who looked slightly 
annoyed at being called "sir." "Your first question is: What . . . is your name?" 

Bethany laughed with relief. "Bethany Cleary." 

"And second . . . how do you spell it?" 

She started to say, "B... E... T--" 

But Erec shouted over her, "No!" They both looked at him--Bethany's eyes 
wide with surprise--as he said, "J... T!" 

The man pointed at Erec. "Correct again! You have passed your test. So now I 
will guide you. Where did you say you wanted to go again? Directly under the 
famous geyser of Granitsia? Well, follow me, 
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then." He took two paces to the left. "Here we are. Good day, now!" 

"No," Erec said. "We need to go to Alypium. If you can take us to Al's Well 
we'd really appreciate it." 

"Oh, all right, then." The man huffed a bit, then swam out before them. 

Erec and Bethany followed him easily back in the direction they had come 
from. In fact, Erec recognized enough to see that they were indeed retracing their 
footsteps, which was a good sign. 

"Thanks for helping me with the spelling test!" Bethany laughed. "How did 
you know that's what he meant?" 

"Zoey used to do that to me all the time: 'Spell it." Thanks for helping me with 
the math part." 

"Easier for me than spelling 'it.' Kind of funny." 

After a sharp bend, the water had a strange feeling, like it was both hot and 
cold at the same time. It was uncomfortable, like it was awakening all of the 
nerves in Erec's body. Soon, it was both burning and freezing. 

He recognized the feeling immediately. These were the waters of the Fates. He 
must be very close to Al's Well. 

The man swam a little farther and pointed up to a small hole where sunlight 
streamed in. "Now I will go back to my village," he said. "They are all awaiting 
my return anxiously." He held a hand out, as if waiting for a tip. 

Erec had no money on him. "Um, thank you." 

The man did not budge. Bethany shot Erec a look and shrugged. 

The man cleared his throat and jabbed his hand toward Bethany. 

"Um, we don't have any money," she said. "I'm sorry." 

"Then you will have to give me a tip of another kind." 

"Okay," she said. "Think positive thoughts. How's that?" 

The man was very satisfied. "Thank you, kind sir. Now I must return." 
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"What an oddball," Erec said. "Well, at least he led us to the right place." He 
swam up to the hole, right under the inside of the toilet seat where Al's Well was. 
A bit of sunny sky with white fluffy clouds was visible. Erec searched all over, 
but did not see a paper with his quest on it. 

A shadow appeared in the sunlight above him. He looked up to see Al's face 
peering down at him. "Oh, hey dere, Erec! Heard a little rumbling down here, 
and I thought something was up. Good ta see ya. I was wondering when you'd 
come back." 

"Hi, Al! I'm just looking for my next quest down here." He wondered how odd 
he looked, inside a toilet. 

Al cupped a hand behind his ear. "Are you talking? Cuz I can't hear ya in 


there." 

Erec stuck his head into the air of the toilet bowl, coughing as he caught his 
breath. Well, he thought. This wasn't a view he had every day. "I'm here to get 
my sixth quest. Couldn't think of another safe way to get here." 

Al was dressed, as usual, in overalls with a tool belt. He hesitated, looking 
pained. "Erec--could ya do something for me, pal? Go back down dere, seeing as 
you're a good swimmer an’ all, and see if you can get over dat way." He jabbed a 
thumb over his shoulder toward the Labor Society. "Dere's a bathroom inside 
where Janus is, so maybe you can find a pipe leading inside. If you can get over 
dere and sign dat pad of his, dat would make it all official, you know? Seems 
like the girls like it dat way." 

"TIl try." Erec groaned, but he knew Al was right. "See you soon, I hope." 

"Good." Al nodded. 

Erec plunged back into the water and his gills popped open again. "I guess I 
have to find Janus. Let's be careful to remember our way back here." The two of 
them swam slowly, paying attention to 
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the details of the water tunnels. A few wide pipes led straight up into the 
Labor Society building. "You better wait here, okay, Bethany? I'll be back ina 
minute." 

Erec felt nervous swimming into the building's water pipes. Most were too 
narrow to enter, but the main section was wide enough. He remembered the way 
he had come in, and looked all around for what might lead to sinks. 

Straight above him was a row of openings where light shone in. He hoped he 
had swum far enough in. Maybe this was Janus's shop. Erec swam straight up 
into a circular hole and looked up. 

A rim ran around the gap, like in Al's Well. And something was moving up 
there. Was it Janus? 

A woman was bustling around, doing something with her clothing. She 
glanced down and saw Erec's face. She screamed, loud and long. After a few 
repeated screeches, she stumbled away. "Someone's spying in the toilets! A man 
is in here!" 

Erec disappeared in a flash. Oops! Luckily he hadn't gotten there a few 
minutes later. That would have been awkward--and disgusting. That thought 
made him worry about the kind of water he was swimming around in. 

He passed a few more rows of openings, this time staying far away, looking 
for a smaller bathroom. Janus's shop should be at the farthest end of the building. 
So he kept going until the pipes stopped. 

Right above him, tiny bars of light shone through a drain. He hoped he was in 


the right place. "Janus!" he called out. "Can you hear me? Janus!" 

Eventually he heard Janus's voice. "Is somebody here? Anybody? Old Janus is 
hearing things, I think. Too much time alone has finally caught up with me." 
Janus began sobbing so loud that Erec was afraid he wouldn't hear anything. 
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"Janus! Over here--I'm in the sink." 

Janus scuffled closer, and Erec could see his shadow falling over the drain 
holes. "I'm hearing voices in the sink now. My, oh my. What's become of me?" 

"You're not hearing things! I'm in the counter under the sink, looking through 
the drain. It's me, Erec Rex!" 

Janus bent over and peered into the drain, then pulled out a screwdriver and 
yanked it off to reveal Erec's eye looking through. "It is you. Oh, how lovely to 
have company." Then he looked around suspiciously. "You're not supposed to be 
here," he whispered. "They want me to call and report you if I see you, you 
know." 

"Please don't let anyone know! I just need to sign your pad, so I can get my 
quest. Okay?" 

Janus's face cleared. "Of course I'll let you. The Shadow Prince says he's my 
new boss, but I've been here hundreds of years. My only bosses are the three 
girls, you know. That never changes. And I heard your next quest is ready. I'll be 
back with that pad." He shuffled away and returned with the paper pad and a 
quill pen. "How are we going to do this?" 

Erec reached two fingers through the hole into the air. "Just put the pen in my 
hand, and hold the paper for me, okay?" Something was pushed between his 
fingers, and he grasped it tightly. "Is the paper there?" 

Janus pushed the paper pad toward Erec's fingers, holding it steady. "There 
you go. Sign this." 

Erec could feel a firm surface against the pen's tip, so he signed his name. He 
was Sure it was the sloppiest signature he had ever made. "Did that work?" 

Janus pulled the pad back, and Erec saw the paper splitting where the ink 
marked on it, light streaming through. 
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"You're fine," Janus whispered. "Best of luck, Erec Rex." He took back the 
pen. 

"Thanks, Janus." 

Erec swam back the way he'd come in, and shimmied down the pipe to find 
Bethany waiting under the building. They swam back, the water getting hotter 
and colder as they went. 

Al was waiting by the well, peering inside when Erec returned. Erec searched 


around in the water. It had to be here somewhere. He closed his eyes and felt . . . 
something warm in his hand. Thick paper. This had to be his next quest. 

He waved the paper at Al, who winked at him and pulled the toilet handle-- 

--and Erec and Bethany were flushed, spinning fast through the water tunnels, 
whirling as the water became normal again. Then, splash! They burst through a 
hole into the pool in King Piter's gardens. 

Coughing and sputtering, the two ran inside and found towels to dry off. "We 
got it!" Erec waved the paper over his head. 

"That was quite a swim." Bethany grinned, drying off her hair. 

Erec collapsed onto a couch, not caring if he made it wet. Something was 
bothering him, but he could not put a finger on it. They were back, and okay. 
They had accomplished their goal... . 

Oh, yes. The thing in his hand. He would have to look at it, he supposed. But 
he really didn't want to. His father had warned him to stay far away. What would 
it tell him to do? Something awful? Deadly? 

He shouldn't think that way. The odds were just as good that it would have 
something simple on it. Maybe he just had to stop Rosco from finding 
something, or help Balor Stain get himself together again. Little things 
sometimes had a big effect, he told himself. One thing led to another. Maybe just 
the smallest action could save the world from what Baskania was doing. 
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"So, what does it say?" Bethany asked. "Have you read it yet?" 

Erec looked at the paper and turned it around. He guessed now was as good a 
time as any. 

He read the paper in his hand. 

Give yourself to the three Furies. 
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CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE Noble 


Revenge 


O, WHAT DOES it say?" Bethany plopped beside Erec on the couch. 

Hiding his shock, he held the paper to his chest. "Nothing. Don't worry about 
it." 

Bethany put her hand out. "Come on. It says nothing at all? So this quest is a 
freebie, I guess? That's pretty lucky." 

"Look, I don't want to talk about it." Erec did not want to even think about it. 
What this quest was telling him to do was crazy. His 
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father had been right--as little as he wanted to admit that. 

"Come on!" Bethany grabbed the paper and read it. "Give yourself to the three 
Furies. . . . Is this a joke? That's your quest--to basically kill yourself? Donate 
your soul so that the Furies can escape and destroy the world? Great." She 
dropped her head into her hand. "Why did the Fates bother giving you twelve 
quests if you won't be around to do the rest of them? Your amulet should just 
have six segments on it." She handed the paper back. "Well, I guess that's one to 
chuck off, huh?" 

He was puzzled. "It doesn't even make sense, anyway. Why would the Fates 
want me to help the Furies escape?" A nagging thought crept into his mind. 
None of his quests had made sense right away. But, then again, none had asked 
him to do anything so insanely dangerous before. 

Erec started to feel guilty. If he didn't give himself, how much worse would 
things get for the rest of the world? If only he could know in advance what all 
his options were . .. what would happen if he ignored his quest. . . 

He couldn't think about it right now. "Tell you what. Let's have a Serving Tray 
special. I'm starving. What's your order, Bethany?" 

"Mmm. I'll have to go with a veggie cheese omelet, a pancake on the side, 
French fries, and a chocolate milkshake." 

"That covers all the food groups." He laughed, handing over her order. "I'll 
take a double cheeseburger with tomato and ketchup--those fries look good, I'll 
have more of those--an apple, cut up, and warm chocolate brownies." Food 
appeared, looking amazing. "Can you believe that crazy guy who was just 
standing there underwater? 'What . . . is my favorite food.' What a nut!" 

She giggled. "At least he helped us out, though. We were so much farther 
away than I thought." 

The food was delicious, as usual. Erec bit into a French fry, trying 
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to forget the paper sticking out of his pocket. "What are we going to do? It 
doesn't seem safe to stay here. King Piter isn't going to be able to live here 
anymore. I guess until I'm king, Alypium won't have a ruler. Except for Balor, 
when he finishes his fake quests and takes over. Nobody will be here to oppose 
him, I guess." 

That thought made him feel even more guilty. If he didn't do this quest, would 
he still become king? He didn't think so. That meant he really would be handing 
Alypium over to Balor Stain. 

Bethany looked at him funny. "You know, it's not up to your father anymore." 

"What's not?" 

"This whole thing." She waved around the room. "Taking care of Alypium. 


Deciding what to do with the scepter, the quests. They're all your decisions now, 
Erec." 

Although it was hard to grasp, he knew it was true. The scepter was 
undoubtedly his now, as were the quests. If he wanted to defend Alypium from a 
future of Balor Stain and Baskania, nobody was stopping him--but himself. "So, 
do you think I should hand myself over to the three Furies, then? Would that 
really help anything--me dying that way?" 

She shrugged. "You're right. This is a crazy situation." 

A thought occurred to Erec. If he did give himself up to the Furies and died, 
maybe his sacrifice would protect everyone else. He had two other lost triplet 
siblings out there. Maybe they would be found and they could finish the 
remaining six quests. They would become the next rulers. He slowly raised his 
eyes to Bethany's, wondering if she was thinking the same thing. 

She must have been, because she said, "You can't just die. There has to be 
another way. The Fates aren't perfect, are they?" 

If she really had wanted to protect him from the Furies, that was the worst 
thing she could have said. As far as he was concerned, the 
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Fates were perfect. They showed him how to save Bethany, didn't they? Up 
until now, they sent him only on quests he could handle, and they had always 
been right. 

So... what if he didn't do the quest? They would all die then, anyway? But if 
he gave himself up to the Furies, maybe everyone else might survive. 

"Erec, I don't like that look on your face. Stop thinking about it, okay? Let's . . 
. I know. Let's go to the library and look up information about the Furies. Maybe 
we'll find clues that will change--" 

"Erec? Bethany?" A familiar voice called into the room. 

Erec jumped to his feet. "Who is it?" 

Jack wandered in from the hallway. "Hey, guys. I went to Jam's Aunt Salsa's 
to find you, and they said you went to get another quest. I'm glad I caught you 
here. Just used her Port-O-Door." He thumbed over his shoulder. 

"Come in, Jack." Bethany patted the couch. "Did you talk to Oscar?" 

"That's what I wanted to tell you about. He wouldn't see me. But I kept trying 
to get messages through. Every day I went to the Green House and caught him 
on his way in, but he just snubbed me. I was afraid to give him his eye back in 
front of people, or even before I talked to him. He might have just handed it back 
over to Baskania and turned me in as a thief. I don't know. Anyway, I wasn't 
giving up, so I kept going back every day. 

"This morning one of the secretaries told me that he just quit. He said he had 


to do something, and he might return and work there again, or maybe not." 

"Do you think I should try to find him?" Erec said. "Maybe we need to see 
each other face-to-face. Where do you think he went?" Erec had a bad feeling he 
knew. 

"Oh, no!" Bethany exclaimed. "He's figured out how to take revenge on 
Rosco, hasn't he?" 
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"I don't know," Erec said, although he had a sinking feeling that she was right. 

"Where else would he go? I don't think he's off searching for us. Getting 
revenge on Rosco has been all he's talked about since he went into hiding. Rosco 
killed his father; he ruined his life. I'm just afraid what he might do. He can't get 
too far if Rosco can read his mind. This might be the end of him, Erec." 

"I should go find him, if I can." 

"I don't know," Jack said. "Isn't that what we've been trying to avoid? If Oscar 
sees you somewhere, then Rosco will know where you are, and he'll tell 
Baskania. . .. Remember how every time we were with Oscar lately Baskania 
appeared a few minutes later? I think it's too dangerous." 

"Chickens," a familiar voice spat. "Too dangerous, isn't it? You all don't know 
one thing about dangerous." Oscar walked into the room, his face as red as his 
hair. A black patch was strapped across one eye. "Long time no see, friends. 
Good to know you're still sitting around in comfort together, while I've been out 
there learning about life the hard way." 

"Oscar!" Bethany rushed over to him, but he pushed her away. 

"Give it a rest, beauty. I'm onto your tricks. Don't think you can suck me into 
believing in you again. Little-miss-nice-girl is just a sham. Turns out you're only 
out for yourself, like your friends here. Not a kind bone in your body. You all 
make me sick." He stuck his chest out, hands on his hips. 

"Oscar, what are you doing here?" Erec said. "Listen, you have to believe us. 
Baskania's been lying to you. He doesn't care about you." Erec looked around the 
room fearfully, wondering if Baskania was going to appear. 

"That's right." Oscar smirked at him. "Be afraid. I hope the Shadow Prince 
does show up here. I'm not hiding out anymore for 
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your sake. T'd be thrilled if he showed up and blasted you all right now." 

"No, you wouldn't," Jack said. 

"Oh, yes, I would. And as far as Baskania lying to me, I don't doubt that at all. 
Why wouldn't he lie to me? I like him. He's been the only one nice to me, the 
only person that understands me. Nobody else treats me right. First my own dad 
..." He wiped his eyes and stopped talking. When he went on, his voice was 


tight. "And then Rosco, who really took advantage of me, completely ruined my 
life. Then you, my best and only friends. So why not Baskania? Believe me, I 
don't trust anyone anymore." 

"Then why can't you believe me? Those letters that Baskania showed you 
weren't real. He made those up! We've always been on your side." 

Oscar laughed bitterly. "That's just what the Shadow Prince said you'd say. Of 
course. But he showed me more than your wonderful letters, great as those were. 
You didn't know, but he recorded you talking to him. And you too." He pointed 
at Bethany. "I know everything. And I know what kind of lies you're capable of, 
both of you. You two would say anything to get what you want. Or just to make 
me suffer for your sick amusement. And you." He pointed to Jack. "I used to 
think you were a good guy. I actually think you really were a good guy, until 
these two influenced you. That was one thing that Rosco was right about. The 
three of you never included me. Notice I'm the only one here who never was on 
a quest with Erec. Rosco was right about that, too, wasn't he?" 

"Look." Erec put his hands up, showing he meant no harm. "Calm down. It's 
not like that, okay? We have something for you. I see you have an eye patch on. 
Well, I know why." 

"It doesn't take a rocket scientist to figure that out. I'm in with the Shadow 
Prince now. And don't give me any of your holier-than-thou 
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garbage about that, either. You all wish that he'd take you in too. But you 
know nothing about the man. It turns out, funny enough, that he's the one with 
the principles, not you all. I wanted to help out with his causes, because I 
understand what it's like to really care about things." He shook his head in 
disgust. "You all have no idea what I went through for you, living in hiding, just 
so I didn't accidentally see you, so Rosco and Baskania wouldn't come find you. 
Not one of you would have done that for me." He laughed. "Now I know why 
Baskania wanted to get rid of you so badly. It turns out he was right all along." 
He shoved his way past Jack farther into the room. 

"Wait! Look, we can prove to you that we're on your side. We have your eye, 
in a jar. I stole it back for you from Baskania! Jack was trying to give it back to 
you. We're your friends, Oscar. Why would I lie to you?" 

Oscar looked at Erec in disbelief. "You won't stop at anything, will you? Now 
I'm supposed to believe that you magically stole back the eye that I gave to 
Baskania? As if I even wanted it back? As if he wasn't ten million times more 
powerful than you? He would never let you take it from him. You will say 
anything." He shook his head with disgust. 

"Look! I'll show you." Erec rooted around in his backpack, then he 


remembered that he gave the eye to Jack. "You have Oscar's eye, don't you, 
Jack?" 

"Oh, yeah!" Jack searched his pockets, but he turned up nothing. 

"What about you, Bethany?" Oscar faked a sweet smile. "Are you going to 
claim to have it now too? And maybe you have my father somewhere, safely 
tucked away for me? You saved him from Rosco? Go ahead. This is actually 
starting to get funny." He looked around. "Where is Baskania, anyway? I wonder 
what's taking him so long. It would be really nice to see him destroy all of you 
right now, before I finish my mission." 
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"What's your mission?" Bethany said. "It's not just to sic Baskania on us?" 

"Get real, Bethany. As if I'd waste one more second of my precious time on 
you losers. And I mean that in every sense of the word. Baskania will be here 
soon enough, I bet. I'll leave you to him. Now, if you don't mind, I have 
something important to do." He shoved past them, kicking rugs and chairs out of 
the way. It looked like he was searching the floor. "I know it's around here 
somewhere." 

"What are you looking for?" Jack said. "Can we help you?" 

"Can we help you?" Oscar imitated him. "No, you can shut up and wait to be 
killed by the Shadow Prince." 

Erec himself was wondering why Baskania had not appeared yet. "Why are 
you here, Oscar? What did you come for?" 

"Revenge. What do you think?" 

"I thought you said you weren't wasting any time on us," Bethany said. "Am I 
missing something?" She crossed her arms, annoyed. 

"What?" Oscar's jaw dropped in mock horror. "The math brain is missing 
something? Impossible. Better recalculate, Bethany." He shoved a desk aside and 
stormed into another room, kicking rugs away as he went. "It's got to be here 
somewhere." 

Erec, Jack, and Bethany followed him from a distance. Oscar continued to 
search the floors, room by room, until finally he said, "Aha!" He yanked a small 
rug from the side of the dining room, revealing a trapdoor in the floor. "This has 
to be it." Oscar yanked on a slit in the side of a plank, and the door lifted on 
hinges, revealing stone steps going down into lit tunnels. 

Erec stepped back in shock. So here was the entrance to the catacombs that 
were under the Castle Alypium. His father had built this house to cover them 
after the castle disappeared. Something valuable was hidden in these catacombs, 
and all four of them knew what it was. 
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The Novikov Time Bender. King Piter's time machine. 

That had to be what Oscar was heading for. Erec had caught him down there 
once before, studying the Time Bender. He remembered it like it was yesterday. 
Erec had asked him why, and Oscar had said, "I had to see it again. I just had to. 
Can't explain. I've been thinking about it, that's all. I had some ideas I needed to 
talk to Homer about." Had Oscar ever talked to Homer, the golden ghost who 
was guarding the Time Bender? 

"What are you going to do?" Bethany squeaked. Erec could tell she was 
worried for Oscar's sake, although Oscar wouldn't see it that way. 

"Something I've been planning for a long time." Oscar ran down the stairs, 
and the other three followed him. "It took me a while to get all the information I 
needed, but now I'm ready. And nothing is going to stop me. So don't get in my 
way." 

Something struck Erec as familiar when Oscar said that. Nothing will stop 
him. Where had he heard that before? 

Wait a minute. It was in writing. He had read it somewhere. Nothing can stop 
Oscar. 

"If you think you're going to use the Novikov Time Bender, give it up," she 
said. "Homer will never let you." 

"He let Erec use it to go back in time to when he was a kid. Of course he'll let 
me. He has only one rule, remember?" 

Erec did remember. Homer would only let people use the Time Bender if their 
motivation was pure. Would that include Oscar? Pure hate and revenge shouldn't 
count, Erec thought. Anyway, he couldn't be up to any good. If Homer didn't 
stop Oscar, then he'd have to. 

Nothing can stop Oscar. Then he remembered. Months ago, he had 
experienced the Awen of Knowledge, which let him know the truth of everything 
that existed. For a short time it gave him a complete understanding of his past, 
present, and future. Before all of that knowledge disappeared, he wrote a letter to 
himself, giving himself 480advice. The letter had read like a list, saying things 
like "forgive your father for his mistakes," "tell Jam how great he is," and "trust 
yourself." But one of the lines that he had not understood before jumped out at 
him. 

Nothing can stop Oscar. It's written in the fabric of time. So just help him. 

A vague memory of writing that hovered around him, although he had no idea 
why he would have said it. But everything had fit together then. So, he was 
supposed to help Oscar? 

Oscar led them straight into the room. Homer, the golden ghost, hovered in the 
air like a cross between a man and a golden cloud. 


The room was bare except for a tall, thin box made of solid gold, with 
windowed glass doors that opened on the front like a telephone booth. A small 
television screen extended from its side. The Novikov Time Bender. The last 
time Erec had seen it was when he had used it to travel back into his early 
childhood. When he had stepped back out of it, Oscar had been looking at it, 
planning something. 

But how could Oscar use the Time Bender for revenge against Rosco? 

"Welcome back, Erec, Oscar, Jack, and Bethany," Homer said. "So good to see 
you all here." Something in his voice made it sound like he knew perfectly well 
what was going on. He smiled contentedly. 

"I need to use the Time Bender," Oscar announced. "I have to travel back in 
time. It's very important." 

"I know." Homer smiled. "And your motivations are pure, Oscar. But, as you 
must imagine, the results will not be happy ones. Are you sure this is the choice 
that you want to make?" 

"Positive." Oscar sounded resolute. "There is nothing for me here anymore." 
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"I don't get it," Jack said. "Are you staying there? How far back are you 
going?" 

Oscar swung around, a wild look on his face. "How come you guys are still 
bothering me? What's wrong with the Shadow Prince--isn't Rosco telling him 
where you are today? All right, then. I'm going back to when Rosco was a young 
kid. And I'm going to fight him to the death. Don't bother thanking me, I 
wouldn't expect any of you to show any gratitude. But you'll all benefit too, you 
know. Once I do this, it will be like Rosco never existed. You won't be bothered 
by Baskania anymore--now or in the past, I guess. However it works out, I'm 
sure it will only help you all." 

Erec was stunned. "Wait, don't do this for us. I don't want you killing anyone-- 

Oscar laughed bitterly. "Don't worry, King Erec. I'm not doing anything for 
you. Believe me, this is revenge for my own sake, pure and simple." 

Bethany turned to Homer. "You heard that! Are you letting him go back in 
time to get revenge on someone? That shouldn't be allowed." 

Homer floated gently toward the Time Bender, not at all disturbed by the 
conversation. "The truth is more complicated." He sighed. "Oscar is quite upset 
with you, and the way he is wording things makes it sound like revenge is the 
main reason for his trip. But he is being quite noble, I assure you." 

"Noble?" Jack said. "He's trying to go back in time and kill someone." 

Oscar spun around in a fury. "Yes, Jack. Noble. Thank you, Homer. Obviously 


none of you have ever understood me one bit. You don't think it's ever noble to 
kill someone? What about the knights in the old days? Weren't they noble?" 

"I don't know." Jack hesitated. "But killing someone is not right." 
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Oscar's fists clenched. His eyes were red and tearing up. "What if you're 
killing someone who would later go on and kill hundreds of people? Ever think 
of it that way? I'm squashing one rat when it's too defenseless to fight back, who 
would otherwise go on to kill and kill and kill. And I'm giving up my own life 
for it. Ever think of that? No. None of you would, would you? You're all selfish. 
Of course you wouldn't understand this. And of course you would call what I'm 
doing bad, when really it's the most noble thing of all." Tears were streaming 
down his face, and he was mopping them up with his sleeve, embarrassed. 

"You're giving up your own life?" Jack looked bewildered. 

Erec said, "He's going back to a time before he was born. If you do that with 
the Time Bender, you can never come back again. He'll be stranded there." 

"Don't do it, Oscar." Bethany stepped closer and tried to put a hand on him, 
but he moved away. "We want you here. You're our friend. We can help you." 

Oscar snarled. "I've seen your help, and your ‘friendship.’ All you want to do 
is use me, laugh at me, and step on me. That's been clarified. Oh, yeah, and lie to 
me. That 'stealing my eye back’ one was really great. Now, time for me to go, 
guys. Wish I could say it was nice knowing you." 

"Where's Rosco?" Erec looked around. "Don't you think he would turn up here 
and stop you if he could read your mind?" 

"I planned this for a day when he was in important meetings with Baskania, 
all the way in Jakarta, in Upper Earth. So it should take him a while to get back 
here, I'd think." 

"Wouldn't he know your plans in advance, though?" Bethany asked. 

Oscar shrugged. "He's not here, is he? So I'm not going to worry about it. 
Looks like it's his loss this time. His total loss. And everyone 
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else's gain. I've been practicing destroying things. And I bet he'll be no match 
for me when he was a kid." 

"What about your mom, Oscar?" Jack looked distraught. "She'll be all alone." 
"No, she won't. Don't you see? My father will be alive again. Rosco would 
never have killed him. That will be the best part of all this for me. I'm saving my 
father's life." He closed his eyes. "There's no reason for me to hang around here, 
anyway. I don't have anyone here, except the Shadow Prince. I'm sure I can find 
him when I go back in time. He'll be around then, too. Maybe I could even find 

my parents back then .. . but my father doesn't like me around anyway. They 


won't miss me." 

Erec spoke slowly, as if this wasn't real. "You're actually going to kill Rosco." 

"You learn quick, king of nothing. It's kind of funny, too. Because Rosco used 
to tell me that someday I was going to save his life. Ha, ha. Guess the joke's on 
him. Now get out of my way, all of you." Oscar opened the doors of the Time 
Bender and stepped inside. "My only regret is that what I'm doing is actually 
helping you three. I wish Baskania had gotten here by now, so I could see you all 
be done away with, but I guess he was too busy in Jakarta. Too bad for that." 

Jack ran up to stop him, but Erec held him back. "We have to let him go." 

Jack looked frantic. "We can't let him go back there! He'll be stuck forever. He 
could get into real trouble." 

Nothing can stop Oscar. It's written in the fabric of time. So just help him. 

"It's too late." Erec let Jack go, and Jack rushed forward to pull Oscar out of 
the Time Bender, but Oscar easily pushed him away. 

"I need to go back twenty years, to Ricochet Street in Alypium. The house of 
Donald and Liza Kroc, parents of Bobby Kroc. That's 
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what Rosco used to go by when he was young, for some reason. Guess he 
changed it when he got that crazy crocodile face of his. Well, that's not going to 
happen now, is it? Good-bye to Rosco Kroc." 

"No!" Bethany shouted. "Oscar, don't do it. We really have your eye, okay? 
We are your friends. Stay with us!" 

Erec could tell that her words were painful to Oscar. He shut his eyes tight as 
if to block what he so wanted to believe. "Just leave me alone. My decision is 
made. Take me to see Bobby Kroc, Homer. I'm ready for him." 

"You're going to go kill a baby?" Bethany's eyes were wide. 

"No, for your information," Oscar spat. "I'm above that. Remember--Homer 
said I was noble. I decided to make it fair and even. I'm going back to when 
Rosco was about my age. It will be a fight to the death, but I plan on winning it." 

"The Time Bender cannot take you to a different place," Homer said. "Only a 
different time. So you will be here, in this room, twenty years earlier. If you were 
going back--or forward--to a time when you were alive, then you would be in 
your body as it looked at that time, and appear either younger or older than you 
are now. Your current body would stay here, in the Time Bender, awaiting your 
return. But because you are choosing to go back to a time before you were born, 
which is not recommended, you will stay in your current body and disappear into 
that time. Instead of watching you on the screen the whole time you are gone, we 
will only be able to see you for a while, and the picture will fade away." 

Oscar stuck his chin out, trying to be brave. "I'm ready, Homer. Twenty years 


back." 

"You will see three dials on the side wall. They will set the year, month, and 
day of your visit." 

As Oscar was turning the dials, Jack dove at his feet. "I'm not letting you do 
it!" 
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Oscar kicked him away and shut the glass doors. He finished dialing, and a 
wind raced through the room. In moments, a small cyclone swirled around the 
Time Bender, whirling dust and pebbles around so fast that they could no longer 
see Oscar through the window. 

"He's gone," Erec whispered. They all felt his loss immediately. The wind 
storm quieted down as fast as it started. As afraid as Erec was to look, he still 
did. The Novikov Time Bender was empty. 
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CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR The Fate 
of Bobby Kroc 


REC, BETHANY, AND Jack sat, frozen, in front of the screen attached to the 
side of the golden Time Bender. Nobody had spoken. In fact, it seemed like 
nobody had taken a breath. 

They watched Oscar walk through the castle and out its front door. It was 
before Erec was born. Bethany's parents were still alive then, Erec was thinking, 
and his own mother was still living there as well. 
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The only familiar person Oscar ran into in the castle was Balthazar Ugry, the 
second of King Piter's AdviSeers, along with Bethany's mother, Ruth Cleary. 
Ugry gave Oscar a funny look, but maybe that was because he had not seen him 
there before and kids were not usually found roaming in the castle. Oscar hurried 
by Ugry and passed quickly out the door and into the heart of Alypium. 

It was odd watching on the television screen, as if what they were seeing was 
not really happening. In an odd way it wasn't, Erec thought. They were watching 
now something that had occurred a long time ago. Yet, at the same time, it felt 
immediate, and was--from Oscar's perspective. He was walking down the streets 
with a fierce determination, as if he was afraid of losing his focus. 

What would he do? Erec thought. Would he really kill Rosco? He was sure 
Bethany and Jack were wondering the same thing. Maybe Oscar would just fight 
him awhile, convince him to be different. If Oscar went back in time and 
befriended Rosco, he could have taught him to be a different person. 


No, that would never happen, he realized. Oscar would not befriend the 
person who killed his father, as well as all those other people. 

As they watched the screen, it occurred to Erec that Baskania had never 
shown up. He hadn't shown up the last time Oscar saw him near the Time 
Bender either. Was Rosco keeping the Time Bender a secret from Baskania? 

The sun was shining in Alypium twenty years ago as Oscar turned the corner 
onto Ricochet Street. A few houses down, a boy sat in front of a tree, holding a 
remote control and a blue toy airplane on his lap. Next to him was a dog... yes, 
Erec was pretty sure it was a dog .. . with a face like a crocodile. One dog ear 
waggled from its scale-covered head. Next to the boy was a hideous-looking doll 
that also had a head full of green scales and nasty spiked teeth jutting 
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from its elongated mouth. The boy had a smug look on his face and was 
tossing his remote control into the air and catching it as Oscar approached him. 

"What's your name?" Oscar asked the boy. Erec cringed, not wanting to hear 
the answer. 

"Bobby Kroc." The boy shrugged. "What's it to you?" 

"Only everything." Oscar strode up to him, bent down, and slugged Bobby in 
the face. "That is for my father." 

Bobby Kroc jumped to his feet, remote control in his hand. "You're messing 
with the wrong guy, kid." He pointed his remote at Oscar. But before he could do 
anything with it, Oscar crooked all of his fingers toward him, like claws. Streams 
of white light flashed from Oscar's fingers. They struck Bobby, who jerked back 
into the air. He spun, flailing, and landed on the grass. 

"Oh, no, you don't." Bobby sounded weak, but he was able to point his remote 
at Oscar. A green stream of light blasted toward Oscar, but Oscar darted out of 
the way. He bent his fingers again, shooting more light at Bobby. 

"Ow! Ooohh." Bobby rolled around in pain. He managed to grab Oscar's 
ankles, pulling him to the ground. Then he dove on Oscar, punching. Oscar 
kicked him away, but Bobby sprang back, pinning his hands down. 

"I've developed a specialty, kid. In honor of my last name. You mess with a 
Kroc, you become a croc." He pressed his remote control, murmured a word, and 
green light shot at Oscar, hitting him in the face. 

"Ugh! Aaagh!" Oscar screamed in pain, hands over his face. The boy sat up, 
snickering and dusting himself off. Oscar rolled on the grass, rubbing his eyes 
and cheeks. Something green was growing on them. Scales. 

Oscar sat up, panting, feeling his face changing. His nose began 
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to stick out in a funny way, growing into a snout. "No!" 


Then he stood, shrouded in fury. His head looked like the dog's did, like a 
crocodile. He screamed again with ferocious passion. "What have you done? 
What have you done?" He dove on Bobby, fists flying. In a minute, he had 
Bobby in a stranglehold. Oscar pointed his fingers at him. Crooked streaks of 
light crashed again and again into Bobby's face. 

Bobby became weaker and soon his eyes closed. Oscar stood, shooting more 
and more rays into the boy, even after he lay completely still. 

Oscar looked around fearfully. Nobody was on the street. He started dragging 
the boy's body away, but stopped, not sure what to do. He disappeared behind 
the tree--it looked like he might have thrown up. Then he pulled the boy's shirt 
and pants off and put them on himself. He pointed his fingers at the boy and said 
a word under his breath, and Bobby Kroc vanished. 

Oscar collapsed under the tree, crying. The dog growled at him, but he took 
no notice. He kept touching his crocodile face, as if he could not believe what he 
felt. 

Erec could not believe it either. What had happened? 

"Oscar." Oscar said his own name softly into the ground. "Oscar. Oscar. Oscar. 
Oscar. OscarOscarOscarOscar . . ." He was shaking now, his voice weaker. 
"OscarOscaroscaroscaRoscaRoscaRoscaRosco. Rosco. Rosco. Rosco." 

Bobby Kroc's parents walked outside and looked down in horror. "Bobby?" 
his mother said. "What have you done to your... face?" 

"We'll fix it." His father sounded sickened. "I knew you weren't responsible 
enough to be an apprentice yet. Oh, no! Look at the dog! Get in there." He 
pointed toward the house, and Oscar slowly followed the dog inside. 

The screen was fading as Oscar followed the Krocs into their 
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house. It was hazy and hard to hear, but the Kroc parents were arguing and 
Oscar was staring at the dog. It was hard to read his expression through his 
crocodile guise. 

And then the screen went black. 

The room fell silent. Erec, Jack, and Bethany continued to stare at the blank 
screen, afraid to look away as if it might make everything they had seen real. 
Erec didn't even want to think . . . although ideas kept creeping into his head. 
Ones that he didn't want to face. 

Finally Bethany started bawling. Tears streamed down her face. Erec put an 
arm around her and bit his lip. It was all he could do to keep from crying with 
her. What he had just seen could not be true. It couldn't be... 

Jack said, "He killed Rosco. So now Rosco never existed." 

"No." Erec shook his head, wiping his eyes. "It doesn't work like that. We still 


remember Rosco. He walked with us to the Labor Society when I drew my first 
quest. If Oscar killed Rosco, then he would be gone from our minds. Once I 
went back in time, and something changed for that really nice guy, Olwen 
Cullwich. It had to do with the way he died. But once the past changed for him, 
all of those old memories evaporated." He sniffed. 

Bethany shot a glance at Jack. "You know what happened. Come on." 

More silence followed as the three pondered what they had seen. 

Jack got up and kicked a wall. "No! I refuse to believe it. Oscar was my best 
friend." He started to hyperventilate. "That's it. I'm going back to get him!" He 
dove toward the Time Bender. "I can use it, can't I, Homer? My motive is pure-- 
to save my friend." 

"It is," Homer agreed. "You want to give your life up to save your friend." 

"No!" Bethany grabbed Jack and pulled him back. "You can't! I know you'd 
do anything for him. But think about your parents, your 
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family. You'd never be able to see them again. You would be stuck back in 
time." 

"Jack, if anyone should go back, it's me," Erec said. "Let me go find him." 

"You can't--" Bethany gasped in horror. "Oh, no! I can't believe it. This is all 
my fault!" 

"What?" Jack and Erec looked at her, confused. 

Bethany pulled a small jar out of a bag she was carrying. "I totally forgot I had 
this. Jack was holding it when he first came in, and he set it on a table. I guess I 
stuck it in my bag so it wouldn't get lost. But with everything going on, I wasn't 
thinking. I totally forgot I had it!" Oscar's eye floated in the jar, surveying the 
room. 

Bethany huddled over the jar. She gasped and then let loose with a flood of 
tears. "It's my fault. If I had only remembered I had the jar, Oscar would have 
believed us. He wouldn't have gone back and--" 

"I don't know, Bethany. I'm not sure we could have changed anything. He had 
to go after Rosco. .. ." Erec choked up. Tears streamed down his face. He looked 
at Jack, who was crying, soundlessly, too. 

A loud sniff came from the corner of the room. From the shadows, a small and 
wiry figure with piercing green eyes appeared in a black cape. Thick olive- 
colored scales covered most of his face and bald head, revealing occasional 
blotches of pink skin. His jaw and nose protruded like a reptile, and his mouth 
was long and wide. 

Rosco Kroc. Erec's breath caught in his throat and he jumped to his feet. Was 
he going to kill them? Capture them or call Baskania? 


But he was confused, too, after what he had just seen. Who was Rosco Kroc? 

Then he noticed that Rosco had tears streaming down his face. Nobody spoke, 
but everyone's eyes were searching his, looking for Oscar. .. . 

"Oscar?" Bethany said. "Is that really you?" 
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Rosco nodded, and she ran up and threw her arms around him. He bent his 
head into her shoulder, then pushed her away and sat on the floor, knees to his 
chest. "Don't... Stay away from me." 

"But--what happened to you? I don't understand," Bethany said. 

Rosco held a hand up and wiped his face. "T'll tell you everything. But then 
you have to go away and leave me alone. And... I'm sorry. I never deserved 
you as friends. I . . . didn't know. I really didn't know." 

Jack sat next to him and spoke quietly. "What didn't you know?" 

"That . . ." Rosco's voice choked up. "You really did care. Look," he pointed at 
the jar with his eye in it. "Bethany even really had my eye. You don't know how 
many years I looked back on this day and thought of you as liars. I was sure that 
the moment I disappeared, you all would be laughing and telling mean stories 
about me. You could care less that I was gone. All these years I believed what 
Baskania told me. I even . . ." His voice shut down on him as he contemplated 
the horrors of his life. "But I had to come back and watch today, see it all again 
for myself. Something made me. It was like . . . watching my own birth. I 
wanted to see you all as you really were, confirm how selfish you were, hear you 
with my own ears. But I never expected . . . never thought it was like this." He 
picked up the jar with his eye in it. "The Shadow Prince never told me that he 
didn't have my eye. I assumed he had it all along . . . but I never felt him using it 
like other people talked about." 

"Rosco... Oscar?" Erec said. "What happened after you went back in time?" 

"I remember it like it was five minutes ago. And, in a weird way, I guess it 
was five minutes ago. But twenty years have gone by since then, and here I am. I 
was so angry at all of you. So mad at Rosco for everything he had done." He 
took a breath, then laughed. "I still am, I guess. I became Rosco, and now I'm 
still angry at myself. But anyway, back then--I took the Time Bender back to go 
find Bobby 
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Kroc, sure that he was going to grow up and become the Rosco Kroc I hated 
so much. And I did what I swore to myself I would. I killed him. I know how 
that must sound." He shook his head. 

"But Bobby was never going to grow up to be Rosco, was he?" Bethany said. 

"No. That's the joke of it, I guess. I didn't see that until he was dead. There I 
was with the face of a crocodile, and he was lying on the ground. I realized I was 
going to be in big trouble. I didn't know anyone who might help me. It occurred 
to me that I might be spending the rest of my life in jail. But with my face gone I 
could disguise myself as Bobby, and make him vanish so nobody would know 
what happened. I put his clothes on, made him disappear. 


"And that's when the irony hit me. I was posing as Bobby Kroc. I was going to 
be Rosco Kroc. And I had the crocodile face now to go with it. I had set out to 
kill Rosco Kroc, and instead I had given birth to him. And his first act was 
murder." 

Erec sank to the floor next to Rosco. "It's okay, Oscar. You didn't know." 

"No," Oscar said, shaking his head. "I knew. I'm not worthy of any of you. 
Maybe I once was, a long time ago. But I've done many horrible things since 
then." 

"What happened next, Oscar?" Bethany asked. "Were the Krocs nice to you?" 

"I guess." He nodded. "I avoided them as much as I could. It was hard to face 
them, knowing what I had done to their son, Bobby, even if they never knew. 
Sometimes they would look at me, and I'd be afraid they could tell. But it was 
just my guilty conscience, I think. They took me to see Vulcan himself to try to 
change my looks back. I was so afraid that they would find out who I was, that I 
wasn't their son, Bobby. But"--he gestured to his face--"as you can see, there was 
no danger of that. It's impossible to make people's looks return 
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to the way they were. And compared to having a crocodile head, this wasn't 
bad. 

"It didn't take long for me to find Baskania. He took me in right away as his 
assistant. It was interesting, though. This time with him, things were different. I 
was already a murderer, a villain, in my own mind. I didn't trust a soul, and was 
more bitter than you can imagine. So I looked at him more like an equal, a 
friend, than a boss. And he treated me that way too. He didn't know why this 
croc-faced boy found him, but he was impressed with my abilities and interest in 
him. I just wanted to be a part of something, to be accepted. That was always my 
downfall, I guess. My father never really accepted me, and I had wanted that so 
badly. So I was always looking for it in other people. And now, with my face so 
deformed, nobody wanted to be around me. 

"But Baskania did. He liked me. At the time . . . I guess I thought he even 
loved me like a son. When I first found him, I waited for him to recognize me as 
Oscar Felix. But then I realized that he would not have heard of me back then. I 
was just some new kid with scales on his face. Years later, when he befriended 
Oscar--my old self--in Alypium, I wondered if he would make the connection 
between us then. But he couldn't. Baskania could read Oscar's mind, but Oscar 
didn't know he was connected to me either." 

"Couldn't Baskania read your mind?" Erec asked. 

"Oddly, no. I don't know why ... if the scales blocked him, or my distrust in 
everyone--maybe I was too guarded. Or maybe going back in time closed some 


pathway off in me. I'll never know, I guess. Perhaps that is one of the reasons 
that the Shadow Prince took an interest in me--I was a bit intriguing to him. And 
angry. That attracted him too. 

"But he never could see that I was Oscar, and I wasn't about to tell him. That 
would only give him more power over me, of course. 
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And one other thing I would never tell him about--" He pointed at the 
Novikov Time Bender. "This was my machine, not his. Baskania would have 
gone back in time to dominate the world if he knew about this." 

"Is that why Baskania didn't appear the last time I saw Oscar down here?" 

He nodded. "I wanted to turn you in and see you finally destroyed. I had hated 
all of you for so long. But not if it would risk the Shadow Prince finding the 
Time Bender." 

"So ... that was your connection with Oscar?" Jack said. "You weren't reading 
his mind--" 

"No, I wasn't. I didn't have to read his mind. Anything that Oscar lived 
through was in my own memory of my past. When you invited Oscar to the 
castle that time with King Piter gone, as soon as you made the decision and I 
decided to come, once it all happened, then boom--it had happened in my past. I 
just simply remembered it. And, of course, I was happy to tell Baskania that you 
were at the castle. 

"So, from the moment that Baskania decided that he wanted to capture you-- 
sometime after he lost the dragon eye to you and before your quests started--I 
turned you in each time that I remembered where you would be. Each time 
Oscar had seen you. Until now. 

"It was strange. Some of the things I remembered all along--things that didn't 
change. But other things, like when you decided to write a letter to Oscar, or 
invite him to meet you somewhere, those would only pop into my memory after 
you invited him, or wrote the letter. So the memories would appear in my head 
just before things happened. I guess I learned a lot about how time works 
through all of this." 

Bethany looked both fascinated and horrified. "Why aren't you calling 
Baskania here now? You could have turned us all in." 
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Oscar shrugged, laughing under his breath. "Why would I? You don't get it, do 
you?" 

Everyone watched him, waiting. 

"I wanted to come here and see you all on this day for myself. See how 
terrible you were, revel in my pain and hurt. And then I was going to do 


something awful to you." He shuddered. "I am so sorry. I was wrong. All these 
years I lived a lie. Baskania had fed it to me a long time ago, when I was your 
age, as Oscar. He poisoned me against you. And as I changed into Rosco Kroc, 
that lie grew and grew until I had such a different view of you three. .. . You're 
just kids! And look at you. All wanting to go back in time to save me, at the 
expense of your own lives. Crying, missing me. Look, you even have my eye! 
Even that sick lie I thought you told me was true! 

"Why would I ever hand you over to Baskania now? I've finally found my old 
friends from my distant past. The only real friends I ever had in my life." He 
laughed loudly. "And after all this time, you're still kids at that same age. How 
strange is that?" 

Nobody was sure what to do. They sat a while in silence, and then Bethany 
pushed the jar with Oscar's eye toward him. "Here. Maybe you can get it 
reattached. It doesn't even look like your eye is gone." 

"It's one of the new substitute eyes. They look pretty good, don't they?" He 
picked up the jar. "I don't know. It's probably too late to put this thing back in. 
It's been sitting in a jar for twenty years now." 

"No, it hasn't," Bethany said. "Erec found it only a few weeks ago. He stole it 
back for you when he broke me out of Baskania's fortress in Jakarta." 

"Only a few weeks? I guess so. How strange." He looked at his eye. "You 
really stole this for me?" Oscar-Rosco shook his head in disbelief. "And I was 
trying to get you killed." He pushed the eye away, sounding miserable. "I don't 
deserve this. I don't deserve any 
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of you. But don't worry. I promise I will never harm you again." 

"Oscar, you deserve everything you can get." Bethany patted his arm. "After 
what you've been through, you need a friend. And we're all still your friends. No 
matter what." 

Oscar-Rosco's voice sounded bitter. "You don't know what you're talking 
about. I've done more terrible things than you know. With Baskania, one thing 
led to another. . . . I was a murderer when I met him, and I had lost myself. I 
would have done anything to be accepted, honored, a part of things. And he gave 
me all that . . . for a price. It's too late for me, kids. I'll do what I can for you. But 
I don't deserve your friendship." 

"That's too bad." Jack's face was red, defiant. "It seems to me, though, that 
you don't have a choice. We're your friends, like it or not. Do what you want, 
Oscar, but we're here for you." 

Oscar's voice rose, sounding pitiful. "You want to hang around with a 
murderer? A power-hungry criminal? What's wrong with you?" 


"That's all in the past now," Erec said, trying to smile. "We just lost you, but 
now we have you back again, don't we? All of the bad stuff you did when you 
became Rosco, we all understand why that happened. You turned evil from 
hanging out with Baskania too much. That's what he does to people, right? But 
you don't have to stay that way. Do you? I think a brand-new part of your life 
could start now." 

"Start brand-new," Oscar-Rosco mused. "I don't think I have a choice, really. 
Everything is different now. All of the lies I was living are exposed." 

"That settles it." Bethany took his hand. "Time for Rosco to disappear, and 
Oscar to become our friend again." 

Going to Rosco's apartment was strange, but he assured them that it was the 
safest place for them now. Erec could not help but wonder 
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if Rosco was really setting them up. Maybe Baskania would barge in at any 
second. But he was acting like their old friend Oscar, and Erec decided to trust 
him. 

The apartment was luxurious, filled with beautiful art and expensive furniture. 
Erec kept thinking how strange it was to be looking at his friend as an adult. He 
found himself staring at Rosco, searching for hints of Oscar. His eyes were the 
same as Oscar's. Erec noticed that one of Rosco's eyes looked slightly lighter-- 
that was probably his fake eye. Even the way he tilted his head when he laughed 
and the sound of his chuckle were the same as they used to be. 

"You have to stay away from King Piter's house," Rosco told them. "Baskania 
removed the water wall, and soon he is going to plant guards there, looking for 
you. They're building Balor Stain a huge castle right on the grounds where King 
Piter's castle used to be. Baskania could have put it anywhere, but he wanted to 
rub it in your father's face." 

That reminded Erec. "Oscar wrote to me... I mean, you wrote to me ina 
letter that you--Rosco--somehow forged my father's signature on an official 
proclamation. It said that he was handing over his kingdom to Balor Stain. I 
don't believe that, obviously. But how did you do it? His real signature is not 
something you can fake. .. ." 

Rosco looked away, ashamed. "I told you, I've done a lot of bad things. This 
one was nothing compared to .. . But I'm sorry. A long time ago I got King 
Piter's autograph, when I was a kid. I always carried it around with me in my 
pocket. Didn't think it would travel back in time with me, but it did. I kept it as 
the years went by, like a souvenir from the past--or future. But don't get me 
wrong. I was more than happy to use it against the king." He shrugged. "Still 
want to hang around with me?" 
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Erec nodded. "You were someone else then, Oscar. Anyway, I know what it's 
like to be angry at my father. I don't know if I'm ever going to forgive him for 
what he did to Bethany." 

Rosco sat up straight. "What happened?" 

"King Piter knew all along that Bethany has a younger brother somewhere. He 
could have told everyone and she would have never been captured." 

Bethany's lip was trembling. 

Erec put an arm around her. "I'm sorry for bringing it up. Bad thing to think 
about." 

"No," she said. "It's not that. It's just ... King Piter didn't think he was letting 
me get captured. He thought I was safe with him, and I guess I was until that 
scepter messed him all up. He probably thought it was all under control--and not 
telling anyone about my brother was his way of protecting him. I don't even 
know my little brother, but I'm glad he wasn't captured." 

As they talked, it sunk in how good it felt to be finally sitting with Oscar 
again, not afraid that Baskania would appear because they were with him. "It's 
really good to have you back, Oscar." 

Rosco grinned. "Yeah, I was thinking the same thing. You've really come a 
long way, Erec." Then his face dropped. "It's a shame, though. We reach this 
point again where we can finally hang out together, and it's all going to be over 
soon." 

"Why?" As soon as he asked, though, he regretted it. He was sure he knew the 
answer. 

"The Furies. Baskania is releasing them soon. Forget what he would have 
done to the world with the Final Magic. This is really going to be the end. I hate 
to be the one to bring you the bad news, but it's better that you hear it now. Take 
care of what you need to before it's all over. At least we can say that things got 
fixed between us before the world ended, right?" 

500 

"Do you really think the world is going to end when he lets the Furies out?" 
Erec asked. 

"Probably. It's not going to be good, I'll tell you that. The three Furies have 
been enraged at their sisters for so many thousands of years they'll no doubt 
wreak havoc on the world. And, if that wasn't bad enough, if they want to escape 
they'll have to agree to be Baskania's slaves. Just wait to see what he does with 
that kind of power. Destroy kingdoms, bring down countries, kill everyone who 
disagrees with him ... and it won't stop. He'll just get worse when he sees how 
invincible he is." Rosco sighed. "I'd have put a stop to this if I could. But he's far 


out of my league." 

"Yeah," Erec murmured. "We knew about this." The quest paper weighed 
heavily in his pocket. He was supposed to stop them, right? Nobody else. The 
Fates knew what they were doing, he thought ... at least they always had in the 
past. Bethany had said that it was all his decision now. King Piter wasn't in 
power anymore. 

"How soon is Baskania letting the Furies loose?" 

Rosco sighed. "He's already given them all the humans they need to escape-- 
minus one person. And Baskania has the last guy ready to go. Grabbed him right 
off his ranch--it was one of King Piter's old AdviSeers. He's giving the Furies a 
few days to stew about it, and then he's going to bring that last man to them the 
day after tomorrow. By then they'll be ready to bargain, he thinks." 

Erec's stomach knotted. "An old AdviSeer? Who is it?" It could only be one 
person-- 

"His name is Spartacus Kilroy." Rosco looked at the horror on their faces. 
"Oh, of course. You knew him. He was at the castle during the contests. I know. I 
was disgusted too. Poor Spartacus never hurt anyone. But he didn't trick King 
Piter enough for Baskania's taste, I guess. So now he's giving Spartacus 'a last 
chance to really help him.' Sick, huh?" 
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Erec broke out in a sweat. This wasn't really happening. The day after 
tomorrow Baskania was handing Spartacus Kilroy to the three Furies, killing 
him immediately and setting them free. Then everyone else would probably die 
as a result. 

The answer seemed simple, all of a sudden. The Fates had given him a quest. 
He would just have to do it. 
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CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE Love, 
Chocolate, Conversation, and Massive 
Death 


HE DAY AFTER tomorrow? Rosco's words kept bashing into Erec's mind 
like harsh waves against a rocky shore. The day after tomorrow. So Erec had one 
day left before handing himself over to the three Furies. One day left to live. 

What would you do if you had one day left to live? Erec asked himself. All of 
those times he had played around with silly questions like that in the past ... it 
always seemed like a dumb game, a joke. 503But now that he really had only 


one day left, he realized that his answer would be nothing like he thought. 
Nothing at all. He would not go skydiving, or fly off to a foreign country. He 
would not try to meet his favorite sports heroes, or get together with the most 
beautiful girl he could find. In fact, none of those things appealed to him right 
now. 

The only things that sounded nice--or even right at all--were spending quiet 
time alone with Bethany, and also his mother and siblings. He would have to say 
good-bye to Danny and Sammy, too. Or Derby and Shalimar . . . no, he decided. 
They would always just be Danny and Sammy to him. 

This wasn't a quest anymore, really. Quests had a different feel. They were 
something risky, where he might be able to succeed, accomplish a goal. Sure, 
giving his soul to the three Furies so they could release themselves was 
accomplishing something, he assumed. The Fates wouldn't send him there for no 
reason. And a lot was at stake. But going to Tartarus was more of an ending than 
a quest. A grand finale, a good-bye. 

Jack and Rosco were talking happily together, but their words drifted right 
over Erec's head. Bethany kept looking at him strangely. Telling her--and June-- 
would be so hard. They would try to stop him, of course. In fact, that might just 
ruin their last day together. All of the arguing about it, crying... 

Maybe he shouldn't say anything at all. What if they were able to stop him, 
lock him up or something? Then Baskania would give Spartacus to them, and the 
Furies would escape. If he was going to give himself to the Furies, he would 
have to do it soon. 

His mind whirred through what he should do with his last minutes. He would 
not waste a moment on sleep. It would be better to watch Bethany sleep, think 
his last thoughts, write something down. If only he knew exactly how long he 
had. . . . "Rosco," he interrupted. 
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"What time is Baskania giving Spartacus Kilroy to the Fates, the day after 
tomorrow?" 

Rosco's green eyes focused on Erec. "Mid-morning. Probably about ten, I'd 
think. The Shadow Prince has a few earlier commitments that morning." 

Good. Erec's eyes closed. So he would go first thing that morning. That left 
the whole day tomorrow for himself. 

When he opened his eyes again, Bethany was squinting at him, her mouth 
twisted. 

He winked back, kissed one of his fingers, and blew the kiss at her. 

She blushed. 

It was amazing what having only one day left to live gave him the courage to 


do. 

Erec, Bethany, and Jack went back to Aunt Salsa's apartment to sleep. Rosco 
stayed in his own place, saying he should keep on pretending things were the 
same. He would try to find out the details about Baskania's plans with the Furies. 
He also said that he had an idea about how he might help, but would not tell 
them the details. 

June threw her arms around Erec when he walked in. "You're okay! I was so 
worried about you. Did you get the quest?" 

He nodded. That was the last thing he wanted to talk about. "Hey, Aunt Salsa. 
Do you have a library around here?" 

"Of course." She walked up with a plate of finger sandwiches and cookies, 
looking happier than ever with all her company. "Just a few blocks away. It's 
closed for the evening, but you can put on some UnderWear and go in the 
morning." 

"Thanks." 

June had an arm around Bethany. "What was your quest?" she asked, 
interested. 

"I don't know." Erec looked at his watch. "It's stupid. Anyway, 
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with everything going on with the Furies, I won't be doing a quest now. Right? 
We should just have a great day together tomorrow and then go to stay with my 
dad and Queen Posey in Ashona the next day." 

June nodded and gave him a loving kiss on the cheek. Bethany studied him, 
however, as if she didn't know who she was looking at. 

When everyone finished their snacks and straggled off to bed, Erec walked 
back into the kitchen and found Jam. "Hey, thanks for everything you've done 
for me this last year. Really. You've been a great friend to me." 

Jam turned his head and cocked an eyebrow. "Is everything okay, young sir?" 

"Yeah, sure. I just wanted you to know." 

Jam smiled. "Thank you, young sir." 

Erec wandered back to the room he had shared with Danny and saw Trevor 
asleep in Danny's bed. Probably missing him, Erec thought. He felt a twinge of 
guilt, knowing that Trevor, Nell, Zoey, and his mother would be miserable when 
he was gone. Then again, that wasn't as bad as the alternative. Better that they 
were alive. They would get over it eventually. 

Trevor snored lightly, a Cyclops action figure in his hand. Erec looked at the 
freckles on his face, watched him breathing. Why had he never noticed the little 
dimple on Trevor's chin before? Erec had probably never watched him sleep 
until now. Funny how having such a short time left on Earth made him pay 


attention. 

He waited until he was sure everyone was sleeping, then walked into his 
mother's room. She looked so peaceful sleeping. So what if he never got to know 
his birth mother? Nobody could ever have been a better parent to him than June. 
He regretted all of the times recently that he blamed her for things that were 
really his father's fault. Why did he have to upset her so much? What he was 
about 
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to do would hurt her for the rest of her life. If only he had been kinder before . 


When watching her sleep became too much, he peeked into the room where 
Bethany slept in one bed, and Nell and Zoey shared the other. He could not look 
at Bethany--for some reason it frightened him. But he stood near his sisters 
awhile and thought about times that they had spent together. When he was gone, 
who would protect Nell if kids teased her about her walker? Then again, he had 
been gone so much lately, she must have been fending for herself. Danny and 
Sammy wouldn't even be around to help her anymore. A twinge of guilt stabbed 
him. She, and his whole family, would pay for this quest. It wasn't fair to any of 
them. 

But that's the way life is, he thought. No guarantees. Nothing is fair. He had 
been pretty lucky up until now. If this was the way it had to end, then that was 
that. He smiled when Zoey stretched--for a moment her eyes opened and she 
said something that was a blur of words, then she turned over, asleep again. How 
long before she forgot about him? She was so young. 

Bethany's presence seemed to loom behind him, like a wind whipping into a 
storm that might wipe him out if he did not turn around. But how hard would it 
be to see her face? How painful? Finally he forced himself to look. 

Her head rested peacefully on her white pillow, with a serene look as if life 
were perfect. Instead of feeling sad, Erec was overcome with happiness and 
peace himself. She would be okay. Sure, she would be sad for a while when he 
was gone. But she would eventually recover and live a great life. What he was 
doing would let everyone live, he hoped. The Fates would not be sending him to 
his death unless it was going to foil Baskania's plans. And Bethany's expression 
sealed the deal for him. 

He wished he could give himself to the three Furies right now. 
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He was ready. Staying around another day would make it harder. And there 
wasn't anything stopping him... . 

But he owed his family one last day together. He would try to say everything 


he always wished he had. Also, part of him gripped on to his life like a vise. 
How could he give up his last moments? 

His eyes were closing despite himself. Okay, he decided. He would sleep now 
so he could be at his best tomorrow. But he would stay up on his final night and 
enjoy each last breath. 

"So," Bethany chirped in the morning. "Are we going to the library? Anyone 
else want to come?" 

Jack volunteered, but Nell, Trevor, and Zoey wanted to go to the famous 
Americorth North volcano museum with June before they left the next day. "I 
don't live far from here," Jack said. "Look." He pulled a paper out of his pocket 
and showed it to Erec and Bethany. The detailed map had a path outlined on it 
leading from Aunt Salsa's apartment to Jack's house. "I got this from those crazy 
druids in Avalon. No matter where I am, this map always shows the way to my 
house in Aorth. I thought it was a gag gift, but it actually is pretty cool." 

They all put on shiny silver UnderWear over their clothing to keep the intense 
heat at bay, and slipped out of the door. Boiling air blasted in Erec's face for a 
fraction of a second before his UnderWear took over and a cool wind blew from 
the suit and hood. They followed Jack down the street for a few blocks, then 
turned a corner to see a towering building shaped like a giant open book. 

"Cool library!" Bethany squealed. "I hope it has some good math books. Good 
idea coming here, Erec." 

"I don't know," Jack said. "You may have liked the volcano museum better." 

A tall, thin woman with white hair and pursed lips sat behind 
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the desk when they walked in. Erec asked her, "Where can I find books about 
the three Furies?" 

"On the third floor, in the mythology section, under F." 

Mythology? Erec thought. Didn't people believe the Furies were real? 

Bethany shot him a suspicious glance. "Was there a reason we came here 
today, Erec?" 

"I wanted to find out about them, seeing that they're going to be released into 
our world tomorrow." 

She shrugged. "I guess that makes sense. You're not thinking about doing 
anything stupid, are you?" 

He hesitated, then said heartily, "Not at all." That was easy, he thought. Doing 
his quest might be the hardest--and last--thing he would ever do. But saving 
everyone he loved was definitely not stupid. 

They climbed the stairs and found a row of books about the three Furies on a 
shelf. "Look at this one." Jack pulled out a book called Alecto's Anger 


Management Workshop: A Completely New Approach to Your Problems. He 
flipped it open. "Talks about throwing priceless vases, and ... wow, smashing 
people with baseball bats. Man." He put it back on the shelf. 

"This one is interesting.” Bethany was holding Anger, Vengeance, Jealousy, 
and Other Stunning Traits of the Three Beautiful Prisoners of Tartarus. She 
laughed. "Big surprise. They wrote this one. I didn't know the Furies were 
authors." 

"I guess they have a lot of time on their hands," Erec said. He noticed a book 
called Dream Vacations in Tartarus and pulled it off the shelf. "This shouldn't be 
allowed. It's trying to get people to go visit Tartarus, saying how great it is, and 
all these fun things you can do for free. Personal chefs, horseback rides, free 
babysitting ... The minute people arrived they'd be killed, wouldn't they?" 
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"At least these are all in the mythology section," Bethany said. "I hope that 
would keep people from believing what they read." 

"Here's a good one." Jack handed a thin cloth-covered book to Erec called 
Writings of Megaera. Erec flipped it open. 

When triplets are born, there is always a youngest, even if it is only by a 
minute. I am that girl. No matter how strong my powers are, how many years of 
wisdom are under my belt, I will always be the one looked down upon, belittled. 

To make it worse, we have three older sisters-- Decima, Nona, and Morta-- 
who think they are so much better than us, and trust us so little, that they locked 
us away forever. If only I could be one of them, enjoy the kind of lives they lead- 
-it pains me to no end. They are free of bitterness, and full of laughter. 

It's not fair. I've spent millennia wishing, wanting what they have. Knowing 
I'm never to get it makes me want to shred them into tiny pieces and watch the 
wind blow them away. Only then might I finally be at peace. 

He skimmed further in the book. 

For example, one of the things that I treasured the most when I was free was 
my amber collection. I had captured the finest of each type of living specimen, 
every species from humans to the simplest of viruses. My molten amber mixture 
was the purest, finest flowing liquid sunlight that 
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existed. I found a pure spring of it under what had been a forest for thousands 
of years, and I was able to keep it melted and ready to cover anything I found. 
The amber alone was exquisite--a fossil of the sap of oaks, maples, and pines 
perfectly blended so that not even a ripple or streak was to be seen. And the 
specimens themselves . . . how can I forget the bobcat caught mid-leap, its 
glorious paw waving at me through the amber like it was a fly caught in honey. 


As expected, my sisters would find problems with anything I loved. The Fates 
always disapproved that I was ending the lives of my gems, although I assured 
them that their lives were simple and meaningless compared to my pleasure. 
Plus, this way I would glorify them always. They would never truly die. Alecto 
was so angry that she wouldn't speak to me because I was wasting my time on 
frivolity. And Tisiphone enjoyed destroying my creations whenever she could 
find them as a punishment for going against my sisters' wishes. But I was able to 
hide them from her, mostly. Amber was truly my one source of joy. 

So, what happened on the day when my sisters, the Fates, imprisoned Alecto, 
Tisiphone, and myself in Tartarus? Did they bother to warn me, let me take my 
priceless collection along? Of course not. It floats around out there still, for 
unappreciative wastrels to find and use as they wish. Such is my life. 
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"She's miserable," Bethany said. "I almost feel sorry for her." 

"Except for the killing and preserving animals from each species out there," 
Jack added. "And people. I wonder how often she updated her collection." 

"Probably all the time," Erec said. He thought of his backpack at Aunt Salsa's 
house. In Baskania's fortress he had found a bee captured in amber. Could it 
possibly be Megaera's? Baskania must have kept it for a reason. 

Bethany was flipping through What do Furies Really Want?: Love, Chocolate, 
Conversation, and Massive Death. "I don't want to look at these books anymore. 
There's nothing but bad news. We can't stop these three from escaping from 
Tartarus tomorrow, anyway. I'd rather have a last good day, not think about 
what's going to happen." 

Erec pointed at the book. "Is it that awful?" 

She nodded. "Basically. Alecto is ready to annihilate us all in a fit of rage, 
Tisiphone will happily punish us with death for all of our misdeeds, and 
Megaera wants to shred us out of jealousy. Not much happiness and light among 
the three of them." 

Erec agreed. "Let's go do something fun. Thanks for coming here with me, 
guys. And, uh, just so you know, thanks to both of you for everything. You've 
been amazing friends. I'll never forget . . ." He realized that he wouldn't live long 
enough to forget a single moment of today. 

Jack slapped him on the back. "You, too, guy. Guess tomorrow might be the 
end for us, huh? Let's not think about it, okay?" 

Erec couldn't help but smile when he said that. No, he thought. Tomorrow will 
not be the end for you. That's the greatest part of this. Only he would be gone, he 
was sure. Everyone else would be just fine. 

The day whizzed by too fast. They couldn't find any cloud cream shops in 


Aorth, but Jack took them to Molten Lava Sundaes. Erec 
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ordered a molten amber parfait in honor of Megaera and his bee, although it 
tasted more like honey than hot liquid rock on the ice cream. Super A 
Fastaurants were all over, even more than in Upper Earth, it seemed. 

The three paid a surprise visit to Jack's family. They had thought he was 
studying with his tutor in Alypium. Jack didn't have the heart to let his family 
know that they had one more day to live, but Erec could see the tears in his eyes 
when he hugged his parents. "Do you two mind if I stay here a few days?" he 
asked them. Then he turned to Erec and Bethany. "You can stay with us, guys, if 
you want." 

"Or--does your family all want to come to Ashona with us?" Bethany said. "It 
would be a fun vacation." 

"We better not, dear," Jack's mother said. "Too many things to do here. And 
Jack, I'm surprised you're taking a break like this. Your tutor won't like you 
getting behind in your studies." 

He nodded, unable to explain. Erec wanted to tell him that it would be okay, 
but Jack would see soon enough. 

Bethany and Erec found their way back to Aunt Salsa's. Danny and Sammy 
were talking to everyone on e-mail, decked out in royal robes with their hair 
standing on end, clown style. Everyone was saying their good-byes, just in case, 
not knowing what the next day would hold. 

The day ended with more hugging, weeping, and storytelling. Erec felt lighter 
with each tear, however. He was the only one who knew, the only one who was 
strangely relieved. If everything went right, all of his family and friends would 
go on to share many more stories together--and think back to the times they had 
spent with Erec. He would live on in their memories. 

The night sped by like lightning, even though Erec did not sleep a wink. He 
had no problem staying awake, actually. His mind raced 
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with a mixture of fear, excitement, and desire to capture each last second of 
the feeling of being alive. Air felt cold as he sucked it in through his nose, and 
his warm breath caressed him on its way out. He could feel his blood flowing, 
the electricity running through his nerves. Life felt so good. Why hadn't he paid 
attention like this every day of his life? Why hadn't he noticed more? 

He ran his fingers along the walls as he walked into the rooms of his loved 
ones. Every tiny bump under the paint was so beautiful he wanted to cry. Would 
he remember this world after he left it? Would he be able to look down and see 
everyone... or even stay on as a ghost? 


It occurred to him that he could use his dragon eyes one last time to see into 
his future. But did he want to? Aoquesth had avoided it unless he had to. He had 
said that knowing when and how he would die would have ruined his life. Then 
again, Erec thought, he only had a few hours left to ruin. Why not take a look? 

Unless . . . What if the way he would go was horrible? What if he saw himself 
in pain, dying slowly? Would he still have the guts to give himself to the Furies? 

A small voice inside asked--what if? What if the Fates were wrong and him 
giving his life up wouldn't save anyone at all? They hadn't exactly come out and 
said that's what would happen, did they? 

No. But at the same time, he was sure of it. All of his quests ended up helping 
people. And this was the big threat now. 

In the end, Erec decided to take a glance into his future. He was too curious 
not to. Heck, there were only a few more hours left, he would find out soon 
enough. But he wasn't going to waste any more of his precious time sleeping 
tonight, and it gave him something to do. He hoped he didn't see something 
awful. That would make it so much harder to hand himself over to the Furies. 

Then it occurred to him--he might not see anything at all. 
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Would there be nothing but darkness? Would he see his own funeral? 

Pushing all thoughts from his head, he sat on his bed and crossed his legs. He 
tried to relax, which was hard with the tension clicking through him, and 
imagined entering a small, dark room inside his mind. 

Once he stepped inside, everything became more peaceful. All of the burdens 
were lifted. Erec was tempted to stay there forever . . . but he knew that wouldn't 
help anybody. He found the doorway into the smaller, darker room and went 
inside. Here an even greater calm swept over him. All seemed right with the 
world. A living, beating thing, like a heart, was nearby on a table. . . the box that 
knew everything that existed, all the whys and hows in the universe. Wisdom he 
once had known himself, when he experienced the Awen of Knowledge. Too bad 
he had given that up, he thought. 

He reached to touch the boar-shaped vial that still hung around his neck, with 
small glass balls attached to it. There it was, the yellow glass ball attached to the 
boar's snout. It was a part of the Awen of Knowledge. He would be able to use it 
one time, when he broke it. But he had no idea how it would work. The only 
glass ball he had broken so far was the blue one--the Awen of Sight--when he 
had saved Bethany and her brother Pi from Baskania a few months ago. It had 
filled the air with such a dense fog that nobody around him could see a thing-- 
except for him. He had been able to see clearly when everyone around him was 
blinded. 


What would happen if he used the yellow ball--the Awen of Knowledge? If he 
broke it when he was in before the Furies killed him . . . he would know if there 
was a way to get out alive and stop them from destroying the world. 

Yes! It felt great to have a plan. He looked at the other Awen balls attached to 
the boar vial. The green and black ones on its feet were the Awen of Beauty and 
Creation, and the red one on its tail 
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was the Awen of Harmony. The magic of the Awen crystals was one of the 
most powerful forces in the universe. He hoped the remnants that hung around 
his neck were strong enough to help him. 

Erec rested his hand on the box. He was ready to see his future now. With the 
Awen of Knowledge, the quest might actually work okay. He pulled the silky 
cord hanging between the two windows and their shades flew up. 

There was peace in the immense, cold cavern. Hope, love, and joy echoed 
around them like the calls of long-lost friends. The Furies were relieved, 
grateful, and Erec was awestruck. All was well. 

A reddish mist floated through the air, smelling of rosebuds. Erec held the 
boar vial around his neck--what was left of the Twrch Trwyth--with the red glass 
ball broken off. 

"Thank you, again." Alecto smiled upon him. "You have done us a great 
service." 

Tisiphone laughed in delight, then sucked in. . .. The room swirled. . . . 

Erec's soul was leaving him. Pulling out into the air. 

Everything was going black. He could feel himself drop. 

"Take this," a voice whispered. "And remember me." Something fell into his 
hand. 

The last points of light faded. 
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Dying. 

Gone. 

Static filled the windows. After watching a while to make sure, Erec pulled 
the shades. He climbed slowly out of the dark rooms in his head and back out to 
his dark room in Aunt Salsa's apartment. 

What had happened? He had died. But he had not broken the yellow Awen 
ball to give him all the knowledge he needed. He had broken the red one--the 
Awen of Harmony. Why did he do that? It didn't make sense. Wouldn't the Awen 
of Harmony ball make everyone else miserable and insane with rage, and make 
Erec peaceful when he broke it? But it looked like the Awen's powers spread out 
to include the Furies, making them all peaceful and happy. 


So, the Furies felt great. Wonderful. He would still die if he broke the red 
Awen ball. That was now clear. Okay, no problem, then. He would just break the 
yellow one. That would give him a chance to live and to save everyone. 

It was five in the morning. Erec took the bee encased in amber out of his 
backpack and put it into his pocket. Maybe he would return it to Megaera when 
he arrived. Why not? he thought. He wouldn't need it, anyway, and it was 
probably hers. With a sigh, he wondered how long it would take to find the 
entrance to Tartarus, and then how much time would be involved in getting 
there. Erec had no idea where to start looking for it. He should have checked 
when he was at the library, he thought. 

A bolt of fear flashed through him. What if he couldn't find it? Had he not 
looked for its location when he was at the library for a reason? Was he 
subconsciously afraid to go, and had he sabotaged his own plans? 
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But then again, it probably did not matter. There was a saving grace for him-- 
the Hermit. Erec could always count on him to show up when he started a new 
quest, and make sure he was headed the right way. Why should this time be any 
different? 

He debated waiting another few hours and saying good-bye to everyone, but 
realized that they would try to stop him from leaving. No, he would say his 
farewells now, while they still slept. That would give him more time to find the 
Furies before Baskania brought Spartacus Kilroy to them. 

His stomach tightened into a knot as he made his way through their rooms a 
final time. A last glance, a hug, a kiss on the forehead. He reached Bethany last, 
wiping a few tears from his cheek. As he bent over her, one dripped and fell onto 
her face. She stirred, but did not wake. Erec put a hand on top of her head and 
closed his eyes, thinking of the bright future she would now have ahead of her. 

Then he turned and walked out the door. Aunt Salsa's Port-O-Door stood 
open, and the Hermit was inside waiting for him. 
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CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX Tartarus 


HERE WAS a chill in the air of the Port-O-Door vestibule, and it was not 
from the temperature itself. The Hermit seemed completely different from any 
other time Erec had seen him. He wasn't smiling, no jokes or winks. In fact, he 
seemed as somber as if somebody had just died. 

A white sheet was wrapped around him like a burial shroud, with a hood that 
stretched so far over his face he looked like a 
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ghostly Grim Reaper. He did not say a word as he pushed spots on the map of 
Otherness so fast that Erec could not follow where they were going. The map 
resembled that of Aorth, but only because it lay deep in the earth. Erec had not 
seen a map like it before. 

Soon the map showed a place that was aboveground, then underground, and 
then aboveground again. The Hermit pointed at a river running near the base of 
the Nether Volcano. "These are the Waters of Oblivion. They are shallow. You 
can walk through them. But I cannot cross with you." 

Erec could hardly speak because his teeth were chattering. "Why not?" He did 
not want to hear the answer. He did not want to cross the Waters of Oblivion 
either. 

"Anyone crossing them will soon die." 

Erec gulped. "Can't we just put the Port-O-Door past the river, so we don't 
have to cross?" 

The Hermit looked at Erec with mournful eyes. "I wish, Prince Erec, prince of 
light. I wish." 

Erec felt himself gasping, as though he was removed from his own body. 
None of this seemed real. "What about B-Baskania? Will he cross the waters? 
How will he g-get out alive?" 

"He has an agreement with the Furies. They signed an oath that he will live, as 
a reward for his help." 

"H ...h-how did he get his first message through to them?" Erec clutched his 
sides. "Maybe I could--" 

"No, Erec Rex. You cannot. Baskania sent people across to the Furies carrying 
the messages that he would help them if they promised he could cross in safety. 
You could not do that--you have nothing to offer them." 

Erec was shaking now. Why couldn't he appreciate his last breaths like he had 
in Aunt Salsa's apartment? Gone was the joyful feeling of life. Instead he felt 
only an ice-cold dread. 
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The door shrank to fit into a large rock by the river. The Hermit opened it, 
since Erec's hands were trembling too much. Erec felt the Hermit's hand land on 
his back and then push. ... 

When he looked behind him, the door was gone. 

For a moment he stumbled around desperately in search of the door, or any 
way out of here. Jagged cliffs surrounded him, and the air was filled with an 
eerie flickering light, as though he were indoors. When he looked up, he saw no 
sun, only Earth far above him. Where was the light coming from? Was there a 
fake sun, like in Aorth? 


A dancing reddish glow came from cracks in the nearby mountain bases, as if 
fires were lit behind them. Erec wondered if fire was burning in the base of the 
volcano. How would he get out of here? There had to be a way... . 

He closed his eyes and calmed himself down. Come on, Erec, why are you 
here? He had to complete his sixth quest. Give yourself to the three Furies. 
There was no choice. He had to make a sacrifice to save everyone else. People 
he loved, and those he never met. 

That idea gave him focus and strength. He fingered the Twrch Trwyth vial 
around his neck. All the knowledge of the world sat there inside the yellow glass 
ball. If he broke it now, he would know just what to do. 

But how long would that knowledge last? It would no doubt tell him to cross 
the water now. What else could he do? The Fates had sent him here for that 
reason. He might as well do what he had to first, and wait until he needed the 
Awen of Knowledge before using it up. A small ray of hope welled up in him. 
Maybe when he knew everything, he would find a way to escape, after all. 
Baskania had made an agreement with the Furies. Maybe he could too. 

After a few long minutes of staring into the shallow, rippling water, Erec 
waded in. He cried out in pain from its unexpected 
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deathly cold. Was this it, then? His life would be over soon. He had stepped 
into the Waters of Oblivion. 

Another step forward, and then another. The stream was shallow--the Hermit 
had been right--but the water raced around his shoes so fast that he almost fell 
over twice. Each pace felt final, fatal, as he continued. And then he stepped onto 
a dusty shore. Not far away, a dark slit at the foot of a steep cliff looked like an 
arched crevice in the rock. It probably was the base of the Nether Volcano, he 
thought. He set forward toward it. 

Erec had never felt so alone. That's why he nearly jumped with surprise when 
a small figure darted out of the crevice and raced toward him. It took a moment 
before he recognized it was a cat. Soon, several more cats followed it out from 
the opening in the rock, running around through the dirt in circles. Erec was not 
sure if they were playing or if they were chasing something. 

A scrawny cat sauntered up to him and rubbed itself on his ankles as if it knew 
him. Even though it was only a small comfort, Erec was glad to have the 
company. Plus it cheered him to see something here that was alive. If the cats 
had crossed the Waters of Oblivion, they had not died from it yet. So maybe he 
had a little time. 

As he grew closer to the towering rock face, he could see that the crevice 
opened into a cavern. He approached it from the side. Most of its entrance faced 


away from him, so his view into it was obstructed. Still, he became more and 
more sure that this was the Furies' lair. A blue lizardlike creature bounced nimbly 
out of the cavern on its twelve legs, scuttling between Erec's feet before darting 
to the water for a drink. The odd thing ran away from a few cats, then back 
inside the cave. 

While Erec walked closer, dragging his feet, a dozen blackbirds plunged from 
the sky into the cave. Erec wondered how they had gotten this far underground. 
They must have found a passageway 
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somewhere. What was attracting them here? It was interesting, he thought. 
The birds were able to go straight to the cave without touching the deadly river 
that he crossed through. Even the cats strode through the waters, but the birds 
seemed to have a free pass. 

A strange noise, like roars of vicious animals, came from the cave, growing 
louder as he approached. Snarls and screams echoed off the nearby cliff faces. It 
was hard to keep walking toward it. Whatever was in there did not sound human 
enough to reason with. 

He forced one foot in front of the next until he finally rounded a corner. There, 
facing the cave entrance, stood Thanatos Argus Baskania, his black cape 
whipping behind him from the wind that rushed out of the cave. His face was 
molding and reshaping. Multiple eyes as well as his nose sank into deep pits in 
his skin, and were then swallowed completely into his head. The hideous gaps 
began to fill in until a smooth surface of flesh covered his entire face--except for 
a gaping mouth with a wicked grin. Then eyes sprouted everywhere, looking in 
all directions, both fearful and full of glee, depending on who their prior owners 
were. 

Erec heard a whimper from not far away on his other side. He had been so 
overwhelmed with Baskania and the noise in the cave that he had not noticed the 
figure pressed against the rock. A pale, trembling Spartacus Kilroy sat on his 
feet, gripping his knees to his chest. His eyes were squeezed tightly shut and his 
lips moved silently. Neither he nor Baskania noticed Erec. 

Baskania rubbed his hands together, facing into the winds blowing from the 
cave. He laughed with delight. "I have him here now, with me. I know you can 
sense him. How does it feel, my three lovely ladies, to be so close to freedom? 
You know all that you have to do if you want to get this last human soul, don't 
you? It's such a small price to pay." 

A wicked hiss resounded from the cave, and something was 
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spat out at Baskania. A shrill voice cried, "Let us see this human, then. Prove 


to us that he is here before we discuss it." 

Baskania chuckled. "Do you think you can fool me that easily? Once you see 
him you will put a Draw on him, and he will be yours. No, this human is nicely 
hidden at the moment, but so close at hand. Can you feel him nearby? Your 
freedom is so close. Ah, it must be tempting for you. Such a small promise you 
would have to make in exchange for this gift. I would be such an easy master. 
You could create all the ruckus you wanted, do anything at all, as long as you 
served my occasional commands. But if you'd rather wait another few years ..." 

The snarling in the cave grew, as did the wind, forcing Baskania back a few 
steps. He turned toward Erec, and suddenly shock and confusion registered in his 
many eyes. His mouth sneered as he stepped toward Erec. "What are you doing 
here, boy? You'd be a nice gift at any other time, but you're in the way now. I'll 
deal with you later." He pointed at Erec and a rope spun out of his finger. It 
snaked through the air, but instead of wrapping around Erec, as it had in the past, 
it was swallowed whole by the Amulet of Virtues that hung around Erec's neck. 

Baskania growled. "It's too bad I didn't have the chance to kill you before that 
thing got more powerful. But I'll take care of that now." He pointed again and a 
blast of black smoke shot toward Erec's face. About a foot away, it dove down 
and spun into the amulet, just as the rope had. 

Anger flushed Baskania's features. "I've had enough of you, boy. Why don't 
you try a taste of what I gave to your old dragon friend? What was his name 
again? Aoquesth?" Something shiny flashed from his finger, and a silver black 
dagger sailed through the air toward Erec's heart. Erec froze, arms out, unable to 
move. The smoking blade brought him back to the day Aoquesth had died. Not 
even 
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a powerful dragon could withstand the Death Blade. Now it was his turn. 

But the Death Blade dipped in its course. Instead of slicing into Erec's chest, it 
struck the Amulet of Virtues hard, knocking him back a few steps, and then 
clattered to the ground. 

Baskania glowered, staring at the blade. "Don't worry, boy. Killing you won't 
be a problem once I have a little more time on my hands. But I have something 
more important to do now. So take care of your dragon eyes for me. I'll want 
them in good shape once I'm ready to pluck them out of your head." He turned 
back to the Furies. "Well, ladies, have we reached a decision yet?" 

Erec took another step forward and then froze. If he went farther, he would be 
able to look into the mouth of the cave. He was terrified of what was waiting for 
him. And they would see him. They would put a Draw on him, and he would not 
be able to turn back. 


But, then again, there already was no turning back. He had crossed the Waters 
of Oblivion. There was no place to go. 

"Who is out there?” a high-pitched voice screamed. 

"Nobody important, I assure you," Baskania said. "Think about my offer, 
please. I am growing impatient." 

Their rancorous screeches and screams rebounded through the open valley. 
Erec was shaking so hard that his muscles felt frozen. But he had to move now. 
Once the three Furies had agreed to Baskania's terms, it would be too late. He 
had a quest to do, and now was the time. 

Before he could stop himself, Erec ran straight to where Baskania stood. What 
he saw in the entrance to the cavern made him gasp. Tartarus was well lit, much 
brighter than the valley where Erec stood. The opening was large enough for him 
to see far into its depths. Birds and bats filled the air, swarms soaring in flocks 
and solo. Harpies hopped and flew among them, shrieking and shouting out 
orders. 
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But the three beings whose eyes focused on him were something else 
altogether. Breathtaking, horrifying . . . there was no question in Erec's mind that 
these were the three Furies. 

Each was about seven feet tall, but most of that height was occupied by their 
incredibly large faces. They were all heads, and tremendous batlike wings that 
shot out behind them, at first glance. It took him a moment to register anything 
past their faces, which radiated a soft glowing light, with expressions so 
ferocious and hateful that Erec became lost in a whirl of sorrow. Their hair--one 
with silken black locks, one with white, and one red--flowed behind them, 
curling into the air and sprouting from their jointed wings. Looking more 
carefully, Erec spotted feather-covered, human-shaped bodies stretching back 
from their heads. The three beings seemed so much greater than human, so full 
of energy and larger than life. It was as if they had been stuffed into their small 
forms just like compressed stars before a supernova. 

Luckily, the three Furies took just as long to react to his unexpected 
appearance. "Well"--the black-haired Fury's mouth twisted into a wicked smile-- 
"this changes the picture a bit, doesn't it?" 

It occurred to Erec that everyone present, from the three Furies to Baskania, 
had probably read his mind by now. They knew exactly what he was up to. He 
didn't need to speak at all. So he just shrugged and started walking toward his 
horrid fate. 

The shrieking of the Furies, and the resulting wind, stopped dead. They 
watched him approach greedily, hungrily, waiting until he crossed the border into 


Tartarus to give them the freedom they had longed for since the Earth was 
young. Erec felt like something tiny--a meatball, maybe, or more like a raisin-- 
an insignificant thing to be digested for the greater good. 

An anguished cry behind Erec startled him. He turned to see Baskania 
reaching toward him as if he were losing a son. He must 
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have known it was too late. The Furies had already seen Erec, so they could 
put a Draw on him. Funny, though. Erec did not feel any Draw pulling him to 
them. Maybe they knew he was coming anyway. 

Baskania was pathetic, Erec thought. The sorcerer had let greed and hunger 
for power shred his soul until losing his own real son, Balor, seemed to mean 
nothing to him. But losing Erec's dragon eyes, and also his bargain with the 
Furies, was too much for him. It was ironic, Erec thought, that nobody wanted to 
save his life right now more than Baskania did. 

Which made walking straight to his death that much easier for Erec. He was 
stopping Baskania from having ultimate power. Maybe this really would save his 
family, the whole world. His life was a small price to pay. 

So Erec straightened his back, ignored his desire to run as far and as fast as he 
could, and marched toward the three Furies. He clutched his arms so tightly that 
his hands went numb. His teeth chattered loud and hard. Each step seemed to 
take forever, yet, at the same time, sped by so fast that his last moments drained 
through his grasp like water. 

Everyone watched him, fascinated. Even a few Harpies flew out of the cave 
and hung above him in the air, spellbound. Well, this is it, Erec thought. It's been 
a great life. I'm sure Bethany will go on to do amazing things. He smiled a bit, 
thinking of that, his last and best gift to her. 

One more step. One more step. His end was close now. Would they kill him 
the moment he crossed onto the white rock of the cavern? There wasn't much 
room for him--but they were moving back now so he could enter. Step. Step. 
Step. 

An odd noise came from one and then another of the Furies. The tense 
burbling sounded like excitement. Finally Erec stood before the distinct line 
where the dirt under his feet ended and the cave 
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floor began. This was it. He had to step over it. No choice left. It was so hard 
to do, though. To knowingly give up his life, even for the best of reasons--to 
save everyone else. 

He took a breath and held it, trying to savor the feeling of his last. Then, 
fighting every impulse, he pushed a foot ahead... and . . . stepped. . . . 


The Furies' high-pitched whining built in tension and excitement until his foot 
was firmly planted on the cavern floor. Then the three exploded with cries of 
exhilaration. A force behind Erec pushed him, hard and fast, into the middle of 
the immense, brightly lit cavern of white stone. 

Birds and bats sailed everywhere around him, darting over his head and 
between his legs. He shooed them away from his face, amazed by all the swarms 
of flying things. A lizard scuttled under his feet, and a few cats hurried by. The 
scrawny cat he had seen outside again rubbed against his leg. 

Surprisingly, he was still breathing. Why hadn't the Furies destroyed him and 
disappeared already? 

"A few reasons." The white-haired Fury's voice creaked like a rusty hinge. She 
sneered, pinched and bitter, eyes full of hate. "We are interested in you. This is a 
first, you see--having a person walk in of their own accord and donate their soul 
to us. And for our benefit, no less." 

"And a prince!" the red-haired Fury screeched. "What a lovely gift." 

The white-haired one continued. "We do know that you wanted to stop 
Baskania from controlling us. Thank you for that. You are an interesting 
specimen, and I would like to study you a bit before ending your life." She 
sighed. "What a shame that you are the only human here. If there was just one 
more, we could use that soul for our release and I could drop you into some nice 
hot amber and keep you like this forever." 

So, that must be Megaera, Erec thought. 
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The black-haired one boomed, "Personally, I don't care much for studying 
you. I'll leave that to my sister's misguided tastes. But I plan on taking my time 
and savoring this moment. This is history for us, sisters! Next up, vengeance on 
the Fates for locking us in here for nearly an eternity!" 

Erec fished in his pocket for the bee in the small amber block and pulled it 
out. His voice did not sound like his own, more like a small shaky imitation. "I- 
is this yours?" He held the encased bee toward Megaera. "I b-brought it for y- 
you." 

A sharp wind gusted, knocking the amber block from his outstretched palm. 
Erec thought he felt something soft brush his hand in the stream of air. 

A gleeful whoop resounded, and Megaera's voice was softer. "Look! This was 
one of my favorite bees. Such lovely creatures. And their numbers are shrinking, 
so this is even more valuable to me. Why . . . thank you." 

"Yes," the red-haired one screamed. She sounded furious, although her tone 
did not seem to match her words. "Thank you, boy. You've helped us immensely. 
How it would have lowered us to serve a human, although the trade would have 


been a small one in exchange for our escape. Of course, after we did his bidding 
a few times, he would likely have found himself dead. But we would rather do 
things our way, and make up for lost time by warring with our Fate sisters and 
ransacking the world." 

"Everyone will pay," the black-haired one screeched, a smirk on her lips. Her 
black jointed wings flapped behind her. "Are we ready, girls?" 

"Wait!" Erec's hand shot to his neck and found the Twrch Trwyth vial. All he 
had to do was break it open and he would know everything--maybe even how to 
escape, if that was possible. 

"Silly boy," Megaera said. "There is no escape from here. You already know 
that." 
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And he did know that. All of a sudden it was perfectly clear to him. He was in 
Tartarus, from which nobody escapes. He had walked through the Waters of 
Oblivion. Before him were three beings more powerful than any human could 
imagine, almost as much as the Fates themselves. They had been here since the 
dawn of time. They hadn't even bothered putting a Draw on him, because they 
didn't need to. He could not possibly escape, or live. 

He had done all he could. That thought made him smile. Suddenly he 
understood what he had seen through his dragon eyes when he looked into his 
future. 

He did not leave much time left, and he was not going to waste his last move. 
Breaking the yellow glass ball, the Awen of Knowledge, was pointless now. 
What more did he need to know? A moment of ultimate understanding before his 
death was nice, but there was something better that he could do. 

He would break open the red ball. The Awen of Harmony. That would help 
things. It had to. Even if just for a moment, the three Furies would feel better. 
They deserved it, he thought, after being locked in here for so long. Whatever 
they had done to be locked up here must have been bad, but this had been an 
awful punishment. 

Would it calm the Furies down enough that they would forgive the Fates, and 
also the people of the world above them? Or would it just give them a moment 
of happiness? Erec did not know. But he twisted the tiny red glass dodecahedron 
attached to the tail of the boar-shaped vial. Its tiny stem cracked, and a red mist 
slithered from it into the air. 

Erec threw the tiny ball toward the three Furies. A shower of red glitter rained 
down on them and Erec, as well as the small creatures on the floor. Everyone 
looked around in wonder. 

A new feeling settled in Erec's heart. He understood what life had been like 


for the Furies. His heart expanded with compassion 
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for these immense and lovely creatures that had been so filled with poisonous 
hate and jealousy. An air of camaraderie filled the room, and they all exchanged 
heartfelt glances and smiles. 

"Megaera." He reached a hand toward her. "Alecto." The red-haired one tilted 
her head and he smiled at her. "Tisiphone." He looked at the dark-haired one 
with appreciation. "I cannot imagine what you three have suffered here for all of 
these years. It is no wonder you feel as tortured as you do. You must! I hope you 
realize that any human, anyone lesser than you, would have gone mad." 

Alecto's face registered shock mixed with delight. She no longer screamed, 
but spoke with a rich and resounding multitoned voice. "You did this for us. You 
offered your life to save us. And then, before we killed you, you gave us a 
moment of comfort with your Awen of Harmony, because you felt for what we 
were going through." She looked at her sisters with wonder. "This small, 
insignificant human has given us more than anyone ever has. It feels so good to 
have all that anger lifted. I can feel the other parts of me working now. They 
were hidden all of this time. So much of me has been . . . hurting." She sighed, 
clasping her heart. "My rage was weighing on me so heavily... ." 

All three of the sisters were growing larger, occupying more of the cave. It 
made sense, Erec thought. They were not going to be confined much longer. 
Soon they would be able to expand into their true selves. He was amazed at how 
well he understood them now . . . how connected they all were under the 
influence of the Awen of Harmony. 

Tisiphone scooped Erec up in a windy hand, and he toppled back so he was 
sitting on her palm. "And I have been so vengeful--all action, all malice. This 
boy understands why. I know that. But I agree. How wonderful to feel this 
harmony now! Is this how others live all of the time?" She sounded hurt. "Why 
would our other sisters treat us so badly?" 
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Erec said, "T've talked to your sisters, the three Fates. They don't want to hurt 
you, I'm sure. I can't say I know exactly what happened with you and them all 
that time ago. But from what I do understand about the Fates, they just try to 
help things and make them fair for everybody. Don't you think they locked you 
here because they wanted to protect us humans? Maybe they didn't know what 
else to do." 

Protecting humans sounded insignificant when talking to these timeless 
beings. But he hoped they would understand. 

Alecto laughed, her red hair waving around her face. "Normally I would have 


bitten your head off for suggesting such a notion. But it's odd. I actually agree 
with you. Looking back to what happened, I can't say they acted maliciously 
toward us." 

"They gave us warnings," Tisiphone agreed, setting Erec down again. 

The three continued to grow until they reached the cavern roof, twenty feet 
over Erec's head. He could sense that they were ready. It would just be moments 
now. 

"Please!" he called out. "Consider this, before I die. Could you honor me, and 
this moment, by sparing the lives of the rest of the humans on Earth? I would 
appreciate it so much. And also, think hard before waging a war on your sisters. 
What if you set the example for them, and showed them how good things can be 
. . . Just how they are right now with us? They could learn from you, and the rest 
of your eternity would be spent in harmony instead of hate and fear." 

Tisiphone lowered her eyes. "I would be the last one to say this, normally. But 
this human has a point. I'd love to feel good like this all the time. Do you think 
it's possible to let go of what's been done to us, sisters? Can we let this travesty 
of justice pass without retribution? Should we forgive?" She shook her head. 
"T've never spoken that word before." 

Alecto's eyes blazed. "Can we let our anger go? I don't know." 
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Megaera regarded the small ambered bee in her hand. "Can we stop being 
jealous? Look what I've done to living things out of jealousy." 

There were no answers. The wind inside the cave picked up, tossing a few of 
the smaller creatures around. 

Megaera smiled upon Erec. "Thank you, young prince. You have shown us 
true kindness and given us wisdom as well. I, for one, will promise, as a tribute 
to your rescue of us, not to harm humans once I escape. As for my sisters, the 
Fates . . . I will try my best. Reconciliation with them may be too hard to 
promise, as an eternity stretches before us. But I want to live happily, for once. 
You have reminded me how good that feels." 

"Well said." Alecto nodded. "I agree to the same." 

"As do I," Tisiphone said. 

A spirit of peace filled the immense, cold cavern. Hope, love, and joy echoed 
around them like the calls of long-lost friends. The Furies were relieved, 
grateful, and Erec was awestruck. All was well. 

A reddish mist floated through the air, smelling of rosebuds. Erec held the 
boar vial around his neck--what was left of the Twrch Trwyth--with the red glass 
ball broken off. 

"Thank you, again." Alecto smiled upon him. "You have done us a great 


service." 

Tisiphone laughed in delight, then sucked in. . . . The room swirled... . 

Erec's soul was leaving him. Pulling out into the air. 

Everything was going black. He could feel himself drop. 

"Take this," a voice whispered. "And remember me." Something fell into his 
hand. 

The last points of light faded. 

Dying. 

Gone. 
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CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN 
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CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT The Boy 


HE CAT (FELIS catus) is a simple creature. Commonly known as house cats 
or domestic cats, these animals like to cuddle, rub against things, eat fresh fish, 
and play games with smaller creatures like mice. 

But cats possess other qualities that people generally don't know. For one, they 
have amazing communication skills. At least, among each other. Some people 
believe that cats have nine 
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lives, which is far from true. Cats actually have no less than ninety lives, 
although they notoriously lose count close to the end and get a nasty surprise 
when they run out. Having ninety lives is a big plus for cats, considering how 
clumsy and daring they are, and how often they chase and get into fights with 
dogs and other animals much larger and stronger than themselves. Some have 
been known to die as many as ten times in one day. This fortunate trick enables 
cats, as long as they are careful to keep count (which most, unfortunately, do 
not), to cross the Waters of Oblivion a good many times before having serious 
problems. 

And there is one more thing about cats that you might not know: They are 
very loyal. 

A particularly scrawny version of Felis catus had watched the events in the 
vast cavern of Tartarus with great interest. He saw the three huge bird people 
who had lived there forever grow bigger and bigger until finally the top of the 
rock cave burst outward and shattered into the open air. Their wings stretched 


out into what looked like infinity, at least to a cat, and then they had soared 
away. 

Of course, not even a scrawny cat would be afraid of a bird. Even very big 
birds like these. 

The boy who had entered the cavern had fallen, though, and didn't look right. 
His coloring was all wrong, and there was no breathing happening. He had died, 
the cat was sure, but the boy was not returning to life as a cat would have. What 
was wrong with humans, anyway, having only one measly life to live? 

Well, he wasn't going to just let the boy sit here. Not this boy, anyway. This 
particular boy had saved him once. And not just one of his lives. No, the boy had 
saved all of them. 

The cat had been trapped under a garbage can once, outside of a house. It was 
all a collision of mistakes and failures. Before he knew 
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it, what had started as a simple evening meal had become deadly. The garbage 
can was so heavy that it pinned him once it tipped over. And it would not stop 
crushing him. He died, of course, came back to life, then died again, came back 
again, and kept on dying so many times that it was clear he would run through 
all of his lives before the next morning came. 

But then this very boy appeared out of nowhere in his pajamas and lifted the 
can off him. Not only did he save him, but the boy dusted him off, petted him a 
bit, and offered him some of the very tuna the cat had been after in the first 
place. At last the boy walked away, grumbling about "cloudy thoughts." 

One good turn deserved another, the cat thought, even if it was too late. He bit 
into the boy's sleeve and tugged, but the boy did not budge. Humans were far too 
heavy for their own good. 

So he sent a silent message out into the room. The birds were all leaving 
through the hole in the roof, no longer interested in staying without those three 
big bird people who used to live here. And without the birds, what interest would 
this place hold for a cat? It was time for them to go. And, if they didn't mind 
lending a hand, could they please help drag this boy out of here on their way? 

Cats slithered across the white floor, surrounding the boy. Biting into cloth, 
they pushed against his weight with their heads and paws. Soon he was slowly 
sliding across the cave and out of the door. Pulling, shifting, the cats dragged 
him straight into the shallow Waters of Oblivion. At many points the boy's face 
was underwater, but he wasn't breathing anyhow. The cats were able to keep 
their heads above water for the most part. The rapids were fast, which helped in 
spots and made the crossing harder in others. They ended crossing the shallow 
river a good thirty feet downstream from where they started. 


The scrawny cat had noticed another man who was slumped 
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against the cliff base when they had passed near to the cave entrance. For a 
moment he debated making another trip back again, not sure exactly how many 
lives he had left. Crossing the waters was sure to take another one away. But it 
seemed wrong to leave the man alone in such a desolate place, especially after 
they had done so well taking this one through. 

He broadcast another call for help. The cats traveled back through the river 
again and found the man, who had not moved one bit. By the time they had 
dragged him across, though, the boy was gone. 
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CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE Cookies 


and a Charm 


ORDS ... FLASHES OF LIGHT ... music ... laughter ... memories ... 
flickers of thought ... Gone. Then back again. Then dark. How much time passed 
since that last bright spot? 

Time played tricks. Was this real? What was he seeing? Was this his life 
playing back? Was it heaven? 

Then out again. 
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When brightness returned as two long slits in his eyes he gasped. He was 
breathing. But how? 

Where was he? Who was he? And how? 

He felt something soft against his face. A hand. And a voice--just as soft. "You 
need to drink more of this, Erec. Look, it's working!" 

A warm taste of liquid metal and hot peppers spread through his mouth. When 
it hit the back of his throat he swallowed reflexively, and instantly felt better. 
Strength surged through his body, letting him lift his head slightly. He could see 
now as well. People gathered over him. Bethany was holding a glass of purple 
liquid. And a dragon looked over her shoulder. Was that Little Erec? 

Another mouthful of the purple stuff went in and Erec almost choked. But 
then he started breathing well, and looking around, eyes open. "Where . . . am I? 
I must be dreaming. Or . . ." His face clenched. His whole family was with him. 
Were they dead too? Were they all in heaven together? 

June appeared. "We're in a safe house in Smoolie, Otherness. Well, we're 
outside now, so Patchouli and Little Erec could be with you. King Derby and 
Queen Shalimar are keeping an eye on us. Your friend Rosco showed up early 


this morning at Aunt Salsa's house. He had tracked us down to tell us the news 
that we needed to get somewhere safe right away, and the Furies would be 
released soon. But you were gone. Bethany figured out where you went, and told 
us about your quest." She shuddered. 

"We couldn't find the Hermit," Bethany said. Her eyes looked misty. "And 
none of us had any idea how to get to you and stop you." She sniffed, and a tear 
ran down her cheek. 

Jack poked his head over Trevor's shoulder. "I told Oscar--I mean Rosco-- 
about Kyron, Artie, and Griffin over at Spartacus's ranch, so he went there to get 
them. Spartacus was already gone by then. Baskania took him to give to the 
Furies." 
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Zoey snuck through the crowd and cuddled on Erec's chest. "I was worried 
about you," she said. 

Erec tried to answer, but he did not have the strength. Bethany saw his lips 
moving, and reached over with more of the purple liquid. "Your turn to drink this 
stuff, Erec. It's dragon blood, and it's really working on you." 

The burning metallic-tasting liquid felt good going down. With each sip more 
energy returned to him. Now he could speak. "Did Patchouli... ?" 

"No." Patchouli looked down from what seemed like high in the sky. "Little 
Erec insisted. You saved him with your blood once." 

Erec's voice was a hoarse whisper. "I think we're more than even. You know, I 
was sure I had died." He rested for a few breaths, and nobody answered him. "I 
don't know how I made it out of there." 

A few people looked at each other, unsure what to say. Then Bethany brushed 
his hair from his face. "Erec, you did die. I don't know what happened, if the 
Furies saw you or not. 

"But the Hermit was waiting for you on the other side of that river. He said a 
huge crowd of cats started coming across the water. A lot of them were together 
in one spot, going really slowly, like they were carrying something. When he 
saw it was you... Well, you know the Hermit. He shouted something like, 
‘Look what the cats dragged in!’ A bunch more brought Spartacus Kilroy across 
the water, and he pulled you both into the Port-O-Door. Luckily, he took you 
here first, and then went to get us. That way he had time to warn us. If I had just 
seen you lying there dead..." 

June's face wrinkled in pain and she hugged him. "All I know is you're back. 
The Hermit wasn't sure he could do it. I was so scared." She cried into his 
shoulder, Zoey patting his hair. 

"I still don't get it," he said. "The dragon blood gave me my life back?" 
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"No," June said. She held up a cracked piece of gleaming yellow crystal. "It 
was this." 

Erec had no idea what it was. "Huh?" 

Bethany forced another sip of dragon blood into Erec's mouth, and then he 
found himself able to sit up. He took the cracked yellow rock from his mother. 
"What is it?" 

"Amber," Bethany said. "It had a bee in it. The Hermit found it clutched in 
your fist. It had been preserved alive from one of the three Furies--probably that 
one we read about in the library that collected living specimens. I remember you 
said you found this in Baskania's fortress, right? Well, the Hermit told us that 
each of these things held a small breath of life inside. This one had only a tiny 
bit--just enough life to support a bee. It couldn't have brought a normal person 
back." She bit her lip. "But you are part dragon now, with Aoquesth's eyes. So 
you only needed a tiny jump start." 

Jack said, "The Hermit cracked the amber open with a little marble statue of 
Anubis--this man with a jackal head. He said the ancient Egyptians believed 
Anubis took care of the dead. But the Hermit didn't know if it would work. We 
were all really upset, Erec. I mean, there you were. And the Hermit was saying 
that maybe too much time had gone by, or there might not be enough life in the 
amber to spark anything." 

Erec sat up, rubbing his arms. How amazing it was to feel his arms! "But it did 
work. That and the dragon blood. But I thought the Furies took my soul... ." 

June looked concerned. "I suppose they did use it to escape, but it looks like 
you got it back, kiddo." 

Jack was petting and talking to a scrawny cat. 

"Hey!" Erec did a double-take. "That cat was with me in Tartarus." 

"Yeah." Jack nodded. "He said you saved his life once, and he paid you back." 
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The cat blinked at Erec, then darted into the woods. "Wait!" Erec called. 
"Come back!" 

"I already asked if he wanted to stay with us," Jack said. "He likes to wander, 
though." 

Erec shook his head. "That's crazy. I don't remember saving his life." He 
shrugged. "Well, I won't argue, I guess. I'm alive." 

Bethany joined June and Zoey giving Erec a hug, and he thought he might die 
again. But this time of happiness. 

Not until Erec had been up and walking around for a while did he think about 
Spartacus Kilroy. Smoolie was so spectacular, and Erec appreciated everything a 


hundred times more now that he had almost lost it all, so he found himself 
staring in awe at leaves and blades of grass for minutes at a time. 

He took a walk alone to clear his mind, and bits of what he had gone through 
filtered back to him. He remembered that Spartacus had been dragged by cats 
across the Waters of Oblivion as well. Was he okay? Had he made it across that 
river and still lived? 

Erec sat by a brook in the woods. Water bounded over some rocks and 
splashed into others, causing little white waves to break up the sparkles from the 
sun. It was so beautiful. But was Spartacus able to enjoy it anymore? It was 
strange that nobody had mentioned him... . 

Who was it, anyway, that said that anyone crossing the Waters of Oblivion 
would die soon after? They could have been wrong. Maybe Spartacus had not 
been across it long enough, and he still could be saved. Erec had died because of 
the Furies--Spartacus had not even gone into Tartarus. He might be fine, Erec 
told himself... . 

A shadow loomed silently by his side. Erec turned, then jumped with surprise. 
Spartacus Kilroy, looking perfectly fine, although a bit pale, sat next to him on a 
rock. 
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Erec almost fell over with relief. "You're okay! I was just thinking about you. 
What happened over there? Did those cats save you? I heard a bunch of them 
pulled both of us across the river." 

Spartacus did not answer. Instead he picked up a rock and skipped it across 
the water. The small stone bounced perfectly on the stream surface, then hit a 
rock and catapulted to the dirt on the other side. He looked around him in 
wonder, just as Erec had. "It's all so . . . spectacular." 

"Yeah, I know. I guess I never really looked at everything before." He laughed. 
"But Smoolie is extra pretty, anyway." 

Spartacus nodded, and they sat in silence awhile. "I see your amulet has 
another slice lit up now. Guess that means you finished your sixth quest? Not 
bad--half done." 

Erec looked down at his chest. His Amulet of Virtues was now half lit with 
glowing colors. The newest segment was sky blue, with a black symbol in the 
middle. "I can't imagine what this virtue will be. Complete stupidity? That seems 
to best describe what I did." He spun his dragon eyes forward so he could read 
what it said. "Compassion. Hmm. I think stupidity makes more sense." 

Erec understood, however. He had felt compassionate toward the three Furies, 
even though they were using him like a pawn and taking his life away. That was 
the only reason he had chosen to use the red ball--the Awen of Harmony--for 


their benefit. And it had done a lot of good. 

"So, are you planning to take a break now?" 

Erec laughed. He hadn't thought there were any other options. "A break? That 
implies I'm going to start doing quests again someday. I don't know, that last one 
kind of knocked me out." 

"That's an understatement." Humor twinkled in Spartacus's eyes. "But I bet 
you will do more. I get that feeling." 

"I don't have that feeling. You know, I have a missing brother and 
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sister out there. My triplet sibs. I think I'm going to find them first before even 
coming close to doing another quest. Those things are awful! I mean, the Fates 
sent me to my death. Nobody was even sure I could be revived. If I hadn't found 
that amber bee . . ." He felt sick thinking about how close he came. 

Spartacus shrugged. "Maybe the Fates did know you would have that bee. Or 
maybe they just thought it was worth the risk. You did save everyone on Earth, 
you know." 

Erec had not thought about that since he had returned to life. He really had 
stopped the Furies from destroying the world . . . and from becoming Baskania's 
servants. The thought overwhelmed him, and he lay back onto the grass. Above 
him, white clouds floated through a too-blue sky, intricate branches with 
sparkling green leaves creating patterns in front of them. It was all okay now. 
His mother... Bethany . . . his siblings--he would even be able to enjoy it with 
them. And Spartacus too. 

"I can still enjoy this, you know," Spartacus said, as if he could tell what Erec 
was thinking. It seemed an odd thing to say, though. He picked up another stone 
and skipped it across the stream. 

"How could you not? Listen to that." Erec pointed at two bluebirds perched on 
a branch nearby. They shouted at each other in high-pitched, speedy twitters. 
One of them seemed to be saying, "Truly, truly, truly." But the other warbled 
musical chatter over his call. 

Spartacus smiled at the birds. "You'll find those siblings of yours. I'm sure of 
it." 

"I hope so. I'm going to look for my birth mother, too. Not that she could ever 
replace June. But I would like to get to know her again." 

"Good luck with that." 

"What about you? I guess you'll go back to your farm again? Was Artie 
helping you out there?" 
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"He was. Before I left, Artie took over the morning feeding schedule. He's 


really good with animals, that guy." He pursed his lips. "We had a little bit of a 
surprise with Wolfboy when the full moon rose. Luckily Kyron still had some 
wolfsbane on him." 

"Oops. Sorry." Erec cringed. "I forgot to tell you about that." 

"Don't worry. Everything's fine. I will be going back to my farm, but I'm not 
sure how long I'll stay. I have some unfinished business. Too many things there 
now that I'm responsible for. It's a funny thing about me, when I take something 
on, I'm committed. Totally focused." He laughed. "I guess you can tell. But one 
of these days soon I'll be done." 

Erec was confused. "Done? And then what? Is there something else you're 
going to do?" 

Spartacus stared at him awhile, then said, "You have a caterpillar in your hair." 
He reached out to brush it off, but his hand stopped a few inches from Erec's 
head. Spartacus tried to get to the bug from different angles, then finally gave up. 
"That's funny. I had no problem shaking hands with Jack this morning. And 
Bethany gave me a kiss." 

Both of them watched the brook race by, lost in their own thoughts. 
Everything was so peaceful. Erec wondered what the Furies were up to now, if 
they had talked to their sisters yet. It was nice knowing that they weren't locked 
away anymore. 

"Are you going to forgive your father soon?" 

Erec was surprised. He didn't remember talking to Spartacus about his dad. "I 
don't know. I guess it all ended up okay. And Bethany was right. He really 
thought he had it under control. It wasn't like he handed Bethany over to 
Baskania or anything." 

Spartacus nodded. "I bet he felt even worse about her being captured than you 
did, if that's possible." 

"So, what's that unfinished business on your farm? Just taking care of all the 
animals?" 
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"And people. Do you know how many completely dependent people are living 
there now?" 

Erec was confused. 

Spartacus grinned. "And how many of them look like you?" 

"Oh, yeah!" Erec had forgotten the hundreds of Erecs, Bethanys, and 
Baskanias they had left on the farm. "Are they getting into trouble? Are the 
Baskanias .. . evil?" 

"Not really." He laughed. "They're all quite tame. But they've formed little 
camps, and they have no clue how to support themselves. I mean, they try to 


help out, but they get confused. What they have no problem doing, though, is 
idolizing you . . . or whoever it is that they look like. At first they managed to 
paint pictures of you and post them up on sticks to admire, some made little 
statues of you, Bethany, or Baskania. All they really want to do is follow you, 
you know, and imitate everything that you do." 

"That sounds awful. I'll have to stay away from them. Unless ... do you think 
they'll find me?" 

"They're not the type to wander around. Don't worry. I'll get them all settled, 
and I'm pretty sure I can teach them to do little bits to help run the farm. If Artie 
and Kyron still want to stay on and help, we can get all those folks squared 
away. Then I guess I'll be off." 

"Off? Where are you going?" 

Spartacus stared at him again. "You really don't know, do you?" 

A strange thought crept into Erec's head, but he pushed it away. "No, I don't." 

Spartacus picked up a rock as if to skim it on the water, but he just looked at it 
and put it down. "I didn't make it, Erec. They weren't able to bring me back." 

Erec swung toward him in shock. "What?" 

"I think you know what I'm saying. Do you really want me to spell it all out 
for you?" 
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"You... you're not..." This was why Spartacus could not touch him. "I... 
This was why he knew what Erec was thinking, before he said anything. 

Spartacus sighed. "Crossing the Waters of Oblivion did me in. I was fated, one 
way or another, from that." 

Erec squeezed his eyes shut. He didn't want to hear this. "Baskania killed you. 
He used up your life for his own sick reasons, just so he could have more 
power." Suddenly he was sick with anger. Words churned in his throat, but they 
could not find their way out. 

"It's not so bad, this." Spartacus studied his hand. "Doesn't feel like being 
alive. I will miss that. But there are some advantages." 

"Are you a ghost?" 

Spartacus shot him a mocking glance. "Don't tell me it's taken you this long to 
figure that out." 

"But you look so... real. Perfectly alive. I thought maybe I was just dreaming 
this conversation. So... other people can see you too?" 

"Sure. That's the way it is with ghosts. Nobody would know by looking at me 
unless I told them. Of course, I'll be open about it. But some other people aren't 
like that. They'll keep it a big secret, and try to make everyone think they're still 
alive. A few signs give them away though." 
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"Really?" Erec was curious. "Like what?" 

"Not aging. Knowing or seeing more than one normally would. Oh, and not 
touching you, I guess." He laughed. "Is that some strange quirk you have?" 

"Yeah. Ghosts can't touch me. I still can't get over that you... Why couldn't 
they bring you back?" He suddenly felt terrible. "I only had one of the amber 
bees. And they decided to use it on me instead of you... ." 

"Tt wouldn't have worked on me. That tiny bit of life wouldn't have been 
enough to bring me back. You're the one with the dragon eyes, remember?" 
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Erec nodded. He felt a deep loss, even though Spartacus sat at his side. 

Then, as if on cue with Erec's feelings, Spartacus stood and drifted away, 
noiselessly, across the grass. 

Erec wandered back and was finally able to say a proper hello to everyone. 
Griffin raised a saber in salute, frightening June and Zoey, who stood nearby, but 
not disturbing Kilroy in the least. "Where's Rosco?" Erec looked around. "Did he 
have to go back?" 

Jack pointed a thumb toward the log cabin they were staying in. "He's inside. 
Rosco's been acting kinda weird. I think he feels bad that you went to Tartarus 
and... you know. Like he could have stopped you." 

Erec wandered through the rooms of the cabin and found Rosco sitting on the 
floor in the corner of a bedroom. "Hey, are you okay?" 

Rosco shrugged. "I've been better." 

"You better not be feeling guilty for me going to Tartarus. I mean, there was 
nothing you could have done. All right?" 

Rosco looked at Erec like he was crazy. "I know that. I don't feel guilty. Well, 
not about that, anyway. Which is good, because I feel guilty for pretty much 
everything else in my whole life." He sighed. "I don't know, Erec. I think all of 
this"--he waved around the room--". . . you know, it's all been too much for me. 
Maybe that time travel from all those years ago is catching up." He shrugged. 

"You just tired out, then?" 

He sighed. "Nah. I'm... Never mind. It's stupid." 

"What? Like I've never done stupid things?" 

"Well, this is a little embarrassing." Rosco rubbed his forehead. "I don't know 

"Come on. We're friends, right? Just--out with it." 

Rosco looked at him sheepishly. "My mind is going. I started 

551 

seeing things, which is the first sign that you're losing your marbles. It 
happened when I was picking up your friends Kyron, Artie, and Griffin from 


Spartacus Kilroy's ranch." He laughed. "Those are some weird but cool friends 
you found. Anyway, I saw . . . well, something really strange. Nobody else even 
said anything about it, so it was definitely all in my head. Well, of course." 

Erec started to smile. "You didn't happen to see me there, did you?" 

"Ugh." Rosco dropped his head into his hands. "I guess it's obvious that you, 
Bethany, and Baskania have been on my mind lately. So yeah, I did see you. But 
a lot of you. And them, too." 

Erec was laughing now. He covered his mouth and hit the floor to stop 
himself, but it only poured out harder. 

"That's right. Laugh at the weirdo. Story of my life." 

"No," Erec spit out. "They were real. The versions of me, Bethany, and 
Baskania, I mean." He swallowed his chuckles and told Oscar the story. 

"Wow, it must be nice to have a hundred followers who would do anything for 
you." 

"Not at all. If they were here right now, all of them would be sitting against 
the wall and talking to you, saying just what I was saying after they heard it. It 
would be chaos." 

"Yeah, chaos, I guess. But fun chaos. Well, maybe for a little while, anyway." 

Erec thought that maybe Oscar was right. One of these days he would pay a 
visit to his look-alikes and see how they were getting on. "Want to go outside? 
My mom's grilling hamburgers.” 

"Yeah, sure. They say there is nothing like the stars at night in Smoolie." 

Erec was not so sure about that. There was nothing like stars at night 
anywhere, he thought. Anywhere at all. 
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Enjoying his fifth hamburger, Artie was listening to Kyron retell how they 
smuggled themselves into Baskania's fortress in Jakarta. He wandered over to 
Erec. "Can I have youse charm now? Youse said I could keep it when you were 
back again. It was a pretty one. Shiny, too." 

A warm breeze blew the hair from Erec's face as he bit into a juicy hamburger, 
loaded with ketchup, tomato, and lettuce. The sun was just beginning to set. 
"What charm do you mean, Artie?" 

"That one, hanging on the pretty ribbon there." He jabbed Erec's chest. "I likes 
ribbons, too." 

Erec picked up the Doubler charm. It had really come in handy. But he had 
promised it to Artie, so he slipped it off his neck and handed it to him. 

Bethany slipped close to them, carrying the Serving Tray and munching on a 
fresh chocolate chip cookie. 


"That looks yummy." Artie watched Bethany take another bite of her cookie. 
"Can I have one?" 

"Of course, Artie," she said. "Do you want it now, or after you're done with 
your hamburgers?" 

Artie disregarded her question. "Can I have two cookies?" 

"I don't see why not." 

"Can I have three?" 

"Of course!" 

Artie leaned forward, eyes wild with excitement. "How many cookies can I 
eat?" 

Bethany closed her eyes and did some rapid calculations. "Given your 
probable age, appetite, love of cookies, lifespan, waking hours in a day, and 
percentage of free time, I'd say that you could eat about one million, eight 
hundred and twenty-five thousand." 

In a flash of hunger and anticipation, Artie whipped the contents 
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in his hand through the air and into his open mouth, gulping, then reached for 
the tray in Bethany's hands. 

Erec watched, stunned. Artie had no idea, he realized, that he had not finished 
his hamburger, which had now fallen to the floor. Instead he had gulped down 
the Doubler charm. 

A wind whipped by, almost knocking Erec over with a loud swish. Everyone 
turned to see what was happening . . . but then it died down. 

For a moment Erec thought the Doubler charm was activating. But there was 
no lightning bolt shot into the air. 

Artie opened his mouth as if to speak, but instead he burped--and a flash of 
light erupted through his lips into the darkening air. "Excuse me." He covered his 
mouth, embarrassed. 

"What was that?" Bethany asked Erec, stunned. 

"He just swallowed the Doubler charm that Wandabelle gave me. You know, 
the one that takes any magic that has just been performed and makes it work on 
two other things. Like when Baskania made a hundred of you, and I used it to 
make a hundred of me and him, too?" 

"How could I forget?" she said, lips twisted. "But no magic happened here." 

Erec shrugged. 

"If I may," Artie said. "I do think if that is how the Doubler charm works, that 
magic may indeed have been done." 

Bethany and Erec looked at him in shock. It sounded like somebody else had 
infiltrated Artie's body and was speaking through him. 


"You see," Artie continued, "my memory is perfectly intact, even after the 
charm has worked its spell. I remember the fantastic calculation you just 
performed about my eating"--he cleared his throat, obviously embarrassed-- 
"cookies. My dear, are your math skills, by chance, magical?" 

"I don't know. They are my inborn gift... ." 
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"Your inborn magical gift. That settles it, then." He looked around, contented. 

"Settles ... what?" Erec said. 

"Oh, I'm terribly sorry. The charm picked up on Bethany's magic, which was 
her special intelligence in math. And when I swallowed it--how dreadful of me 
to do, but quite fortunate--I must have waved it in the air first. The charm 
obviously picked up her recent use of her power, and then sent it out again to 
two different locations. Only, they were both inside me." 

"You do sound . . . completely different now," Erec agreed. "Like you're .. ." 
He hesitated putting it into words. 

"It's all right, Erec. You are correct. I believe I have my old self back again. 
This seems to have reversed the repercussions from that Death Spell that 
Baskania had once tried to use on me. I was lucky that it didn't kill me. I believe 
Kyron told you that I held a glass dish in front of me, and it weakened the spell 
when it passed through so that I could live. But it took away my mind, I am 
afraid." He smiled. "Your Doubler charm was just what I needed, it turns out." 

Kyron was watching, spellbound. He approached slowly, as if afraid he might 
wake up from a dream. "Dad? Is that really you?" 

Artie held his arms open for his son. "It is, Kyron. I'm back, I'm afraid. Come 
here, boy." 

Kyron ran over and gave his father a giant hug. "I can't believe it, Dad. I can't 
believe . . . Thank you, Erec. Again. Thank you so much." 

Bethany's jaw hung open. "What two things did the charm work on? Your 
mind--your intellect is back. What else?" 

"I'm not quite sure yet. Luckily it worked on the correct part of my brain. But 
I do have a feeling that something else about me is also more intelligent now." 
He pointed at the Serving Tray. "Do you mind?" 

"Of course." Bethany handed it to him. 
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Artie asked for a chocolate-chip cookie, then he took a bite. "Umm. Oh, ahhh. 
Ohhh. Yes." He nodded vigorously, and a grin spread across his face. "Just as I 
thought. My tastebuds. Another cookie, please." 

Erec and Bethany left Artie with Kyron and the Serving Tray. The Smoolie 
stars were starting to come out now. They were more beautiful than he had even 


imagined. 
"Want to go for a walk?" Erec said. 
"I thought you'd never ask." 
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EPILOGUE ONE Three Days Later 


HE SCRAWNY CAT sauntered along a dark street. The smell of tuna 
beckoned him ahead. How many lives did he have left? he mused. Despite 
warnings, he had lost count. There were at least ten, he was sure. It was time to 
start being more careful. 

By the time he had sniffed out the tuna, it had nearly disappeared into a fluffy 
pink cat. She watched him, grudgingly, and then pushed the remainder of the can 
toward him. 
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Thank you. 

No problem. I have all of this I want at home, and more. Go ahead. 

Well then, why are you out here? You could run into a dog and lose a life. 

I'm not going home until I find my owner. She's been captured. I just don't 
know where she is. 

What is her name? What does she look like? 

Bethany Cleary. She is beautiful, with long dark hair that curls, and she loves 
to pet me and give me treats. 

I've seen a girl with that name in Smoolie. Let me trace a map for you in the 
dirt. 

But the pink kitten did not wait for the scrawny cat to make a tracing. She 
raced off, disappearing into the night. 
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EPILOGUE TWO Two Weeks Later 


VEN THOUGH DUMPLING Smith and her friends would no longer be 
breaking windows, and all looked clear and safe in their apartment in New 
Jersey, June had traced around the building again with the special chalk that 
King Piter had given her. That should keep them hidden safely, she thought. 
Never bad to be too careful. 

It was calm and quiet at home, and the windows had been replaced. Erec was 
glad to take a break--although this time if 
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Bethany needed him, or even sent a letter, he would rush back in a heartbeat to 
her side in Ashona, where she was spending time with King Piter. 


Days passed before Erec thought to unpack the backpack that he had been 
carrying around. A large white sheet was stuffed inside, and wrapped in it was a 
little alarm clock with a bow on its head and metallic arms and legs. He laughed 
when he set it down, watching it run around on the carpet and do a few 
handsprings. It was glad to be free. 

Then a thought occurred to him. He picked the thing up and brought it to his 
room, setting it next to his similar alarm clock, the male version, on his desk. 

The two devices froze, facing each other. He had not noticed before that the 
desk was wet, but pools of water sat below the clocks, dripping onto the floor. 
He realized they were crying. 

His clock jumped high, flipping in the air, and landed on its knees before the 
other. Soon, the two of them were gallivanting, hand-in-hand, through the whole 
apartment. 

Hmm. Was this perhaps who his clock had been seeing, and missing, through 
the Seeing Eyeglasses? 

Erec smiled. The clocks had it right. There was a lot to live for. 
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EPILOGUE THREE Five Hundred 


Years Earlier 


T WAS MARCH thirteenth. Everything was set. Thanatos Argus Baskania 
was on top of the world. Literally. And why shouldn't he be? He had worked 
long and hard for this day. Next month, on April eleventh, it would be official. 
He would rule the entire human race. 

It had not been easy, of course. But nobody else would ever have been able to 
do what he did. Any of it. Things had been so dreary before he had his way with 
the Substance this time. It was his gift: to 
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see it, hear it, use it as he pleased, and make its magic follow along the 
pathways he chose. They called him "ultra absorbent," but he knew he wasn't 
absorbing the Substance; he was bending it to his own needs. 

The Substance had been so useless before he changed it. And he himself had 
been pathetic too. He had thought it was his friend--a cute, silly notion. Well, he 
had grown up since then. Those stupid feelings it had given him, its cries and 
pleas . . . those only were there to weaken him. Of course he would not let 
himself become weak. 

Nobody could use the Substance like he could. Especially before he changed 
it, which also let others use it better. That had been his greatest decision, his 


coup de grace. For so long he had kept its powers to himself. It felt good to be 
the only one to work its "magic." But then he realized: If others could do what he 
could--to a lesser extent, of course--he could control teams of powerful 
sorcerers. What was better, acting alone, or having an army of magic under you? 

So he had done the unimaginable. He changed the Substance completely, 
changed the way the whole world worked, to make it possible for his underlings 
to use the Substance as well. 

Once only very "absorbent" people like shamans, witches, and druids used to 
be able to perform magic, and only when they quieted their minds and focused. 
They'd had amulets, talismans, some spells that worked with practice, but 
nothing like there was now. He had made the Substance usable. It did his 
bidding. He had actually kinked the Aitherplanes with his own mind, to keep it 
from flowing freely, and made it more accessible, more workable. 

The change had not been easy. The Substance had protested the whole way. 
He had ignored its cries, of course. Useless whimpering. The only problem now 
was that a few others were growing a little too strong for his liking, all from the 
changes he himself had made. Some were serving under him, but others were 
against him. They 
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were leaching the power that he had created. That would not do. He would 
have to keep a tight thumb on them all. 

So this, what he was doing today, at this moment, was a stroke of genius. The 
Kingdoms of the Keepers. He had created magic, the way it worked now, so he 
should decide who got to use it and who did not. Simple. Only those he deemed 
worthy would have a place in his kingdoms. Everyone else in the world would 
lose all of their magic--and even their memory of it. 

Twisting and pulling the Substance into the dominions of Alypium, Aorth, 
Ashona, and Otherness was like scaling the steepest slope of Kilimanjaro bare- 
handed, but Baskania had loved every minute of it. Wrestling the forces, 
dominating his will over the motions of the world, was pure glory. He could not 
remove Substance entirely from Upper Earth without killing everyone there, but 
enough to sharply limit what they could do. 

The Substance did not go happily, though. Its wailing was driving him mad. 
After his coronation next month he would spend a few years in Upper Earth just 
to get away from its noise. 

It was snowing terribly today in the mountains. He had not expected it--it had 
been so sunny for the last few weeks. This sort of change would not do in his 
new kingdom. There should be something to protect it from the elements. A 
shield . . . a dome of golden haze over his prized city of magic. He walked out of 


the castle that had been built for him and gazed at the skies. 
It would be a big job, but that only made it more enjoyable. He raised his 
hands and called to the Substance around him, making it move, create, change. . 


He felt it form, and suddenly the snow stopped falling around him. He could 
not see the dome he had just created, but he knew every particle of it in his mind. 
The weather in his Alypium would always be beautiful now. 
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One of his blind followers leaned out through the front castle doors on his 
cane. "Shadow Prince! Come quickly! There is a seer in the throne room. She is 
causing a stir." 

Baskania shoved by him. The seer's face was hidden under the makeshift hood 
of her sackcloth coat, which reached to the floor. But a swatch of cloth near her 
feet glowed in a shocking red. Crowds gathered around her, shouting questions. 

"Here he is!" someone shouted. "The Shadow Prince is here. Ask him if it's 
true!" 

One of his followers looked at Baskania, trembling. "Did you ... do something 
to fix our weather today, my prince?" He bowed nervously. 

Baskania frowned. "Yes. I did, in fact. Just now. To protect all of us here from 
the elements, I created a dome around Alypium." 

Shouts and screams rang through the room. "She was right!" 

"She predicted it!" 

"She knows everything!" 

People were begging the seer, each wanting her to help them, tell their futures. 
But her voice rang clear. "I came for one reason today. I have a prophesy for 
you, and gifts. Listen carefully to what I shall foretell. 

"King Philibert and Queen Yolande, the rulers of Cyprus, Jerusalem, and 
Armenia, are coming here to live. Their lands will soon be taken over by the 
Venetians." 

Baskania sneered. So, this was just a feeble attempt of someone he had left in 
Upper Earth to sneak in here. Clever, he thought, sending a "seer" to announce it, 
so it would be harder for him to turn them away. 

Her voice rang out again. "They will have babies eight days from now, on 
March twenty-first. The children of this royal couple will be triplets, named 
Piter, Posey, and Pluto. These three babies are the next rightful rulers of these 
new Kingdoms of the Keepers." 
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What nerve! Baskania was not sure if he was more angry or amused. The seer 
pulled a few items out of her sack. Baskania could not see what they were. 


"These are gifts for your kingdom. They will show you who your true rulers are. 
This stone comes from the edges of the Earth, where the strongest magic exists. 
It is called the Lia Fail. You will hear it scream during any coronation when your 
rightful rulers are near to it. And these are the scepters of your next rulers. They 
will work only for those destined to be kings and queens. Keep them here until 
your coronation ceremony next month." 

Baskania could not believe his ears. A tide of rage raced through him. How 
dare she? Who was this person, and how did she have the audacity to say such 
things. Triplet babies destined to rule the kingdoms that he created? Did she 
really think she could sway his own people against him? He pointed a finger at 
her to stop her in her tracks. But she seemed aware of him, dodging and darting 
behind the crowd until she disappeared. 

His eyes narrowed. Someday, if he found her, she would pay. In the meantime, 
no real harm was done. Scepters, a screaming stone. All hogwash. 

The more he thought about it, she was quite amusing. In fact, he would not 
stop this King Philibert and Queen Yolande from coming here if they chose to. 
No, not at all. A few pathetic Upper Earth rulers could do nothing to frighten 
him. Better to see what they were planning, and make them pay, slowly and 
painfully. 

So, if three babies showed up at his coronation expecting to take over, well... 
it would not hurt to show his graciousness toward them. And if an accident 
happened to befall them all one day, then so be it. 
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CHAPTER ONE 
Tarvos the Great 





Two salts SAT ON THE KITCHEN TABLE. Their eyes drifted back and forth on 


their long stalks, tracking a teenage boy as he paced the room. From the snails’ 
perspective, the tall fourteen-year-old looked quite normal—although his dark 
hair was straight in front and wildly curly in the back. 

But normal was the last thing Erec Rex felt like. 

Normal kids would not have dragon eyes that let them see into the future. 

Normal kids would not be forced to become king of a magical land. 

Normal kids would not have to do twelve ridiculously dangerous quests to 
become king. 

Erec sighed. Weird or not, it was his life. He could live with that. But what 
was hard to live with right now was doing absolutely nothing. Normal kids 
would be having fun in the summertime. Erec had been sitting around for over a 
month reading books and staring at the walls. He didn’t want to go on a quest 
again—there was no mistaking that. But he had to do something. Instead, he was 
pacing this dingy apartment kitchen, stretching out the time before he opened the 
letters that the two snails had brought him. Once he finished reading them, it 
would be back to complete boredom again. 

Normal kids, Erec thought, would at least be able to hang out with their 
friends. But all of his friends were far away in another world, and he was stuck 


here alone. 

Well, he wasn’t exactly alone, and he wasn’t exactly doing nothing. He was 
babysitting, as usual, for his younger siblings—red-haired Trevor and little Zoey. 
It basically amounted to reading to Zoey and watching her play house. His sister 
Nell had found a friend in a nearby apartment and she hung out there all the 
time, and their adoptive mother, June, was working. Erec didn’t know anybody 
around here, but at first that hadn’t bothered him at all. The idea of a little rest 
time with the family sounded great. Peace and quiet. But he soon realized that 
doing nothing but babysitting for weeks felt like being chained to a couch 
watching maternity channel reruns. 

He paced some more, watching the two message-carrying snails watch him 
back. They eyed him impatiently until, finally, Erec grabbed the one on the left 
and pulled a letter out of its thin shell. 


Dear Erec, 


Ashona is amazing! Every day that I’m here I keep finding secret 
passages, ancient spell books, and other incredible surprises. Queen Posey 
gave me a master key, and yesterday I discovered a huge room filled with 
buried sea treasure that had been dug up and brought from all over the 
world’s oceans! I can’t wait until you see this place. 


What are your plans? I still haven’t gotten a letter from you—write me 
back! 


Love, Bethany 


Without thinking, Erec crushed the letter into a tight ball. It wasn’t fair! He 
understood why June wanted them to stay in New Jersey, hoping to give Trevor, 
Nell, and Zoey something close to a normal life. But how could New Jersey hold 
a candle to the undersea world of Ashona? Bethany was Erec’s best friend in the 
world, and she was there with his father, the King of Alypium. King Piter’s 
powers were gone, and for safety he had to stay close to his sister, Queen Posey, 
who ruled Ashona. Alypium, the land where magic was still real, was where 
Erec was destined to become king, and it was out there waiting for him. Bethany 
was probably having the time of her life in Ashona, and Erec was here . . . stuck. 

He stared a while at the Love in “Love, Bethany,” trying not to think about 
exactly what that meant. Bethany had become close to a girlfriend . . . more than 
just a friend, but it was hard to know exactly where they stood. He should be 


glad she was having fun... but he couldn’t help being jealous. He also knew 
that he should write her back. But what could he say? Hey, that’s cool about the 
buried treasure. I’ve been reading How Are You, Mr. Schmoo? to Zoey twenty 
times in a row. Sounds like we’re both having a blast! 

He would have to wait on that letter back to Bethany. 

Plus, he already knew what she would say. She would tell him to get on with 
his next quest—the seventh out of twelve that he had to finish to become the 
next King of Alypium. Once he was ready, his mother would find a way to let 
him go. Nell would have to babysit, and Erec could leave here and start his next 
adventure. 

The only problem was, he didn’t want to do any more quests at all. He had 
almost lost his life in the last one. Actually, he had lost his life to the three Furies 
—huge, all-powerful creatures that had taken his soul to escape their prison. But 
through some ancient magic, dragon’s blood, and a grateful cat, he was brought 
back to life again. After that, who could blame him for his lack of desire to do 
any more quests again—ever? 

He wondered if his mother would let him go to Ashona just to have fun 
instead of doing his next quest. But he could imagine the look on her face and 
the firm no. 

Something moved in the family room, jolting Erec out of his thoughts. He 
walked in and peered around with interest even though he had barely seen the 
thing. It was gone, but Erec was suddenly alert. It almost felt like nothing else 
mattered. But then the feeling passed as quickly as it had come on. 

He tried to shake off his strange reaction. Maybe his mind was playing tricks 
on him after all these weeks of boredom. He picked up the other snail and took 
the letter out. Just then Trevor bounded into the kitchen. “Snail mail?” 

Erec smiled. Even though Trevor did not talk a lot, he was a brilliant kid. But 
before Erec could answer, he was distracted again by something moving in the 
family room. Curiosity overwhelmed him this time, and he took off running into 
the room, nearly tripping over a kitchen chair. What could it be in there? He 
searched, grabbing cushions and looking under the couch. All through him there 
was a Sharp need to find . . . what was it that he was looking for? 

The feeling wore off, but left him confused. What was wrong with him? Was 
he paranoid? 

Trevor stared at him and Erec felt his face turn red. He picked up the other 
snail mail, pretending nothing had happened. 


To: Erec Rex 


This letter is to inform you that the three new kings, Balor, Damon, and 
Dollick Stain, have completed their twelve quests. They will be crowned 
on June 25. At that time we will need all three of the royal scepters for 
their use. King Pluto’s scepter is in our possession and Queen Posey’s will 
be soon. We request that you immediately return King Piter’s scepter to 
President Inkle at the Green House. If you do not do this in the next three 
days, we will be forced to send the armies of Alypium and Aorth to track 
you down. 


Rest assured, when you return the scepter to us, you will leave here 
unharmed. The Shadow Prince no longer has a need for you, and he 
wishes you all the best. Thank you, and have a great summer! 


Signed ~=: Afin __ 


Scruffymat, the Secretary of Preplanning of Protocol Development The 
snail cocked one of its elongated eyes at Erec, watching his stunned 
reaction. 


The Stain triplets were going to be crowned kings? If Balor, Damon, and 
Dollick became the next rulers of the Kingdoms of the Keepers, they would hand 
their scepters to Baskania, the evil Shadow Prince, who would destroy the world 
with them. Well, Erec had one of the three scepters, anyway, and there was no 
way he was giving it up even if Baskania did send the armies of Alypium and 
Aorth after him. 

His heart sank. If he wasn’t going to do the quests to become the next king, 
then what did he think was going to happen? He was the one who was supposed 
to rule. But how could he risk losing his life again doing another quest? The next 
time he might not get it back. He just wished there was another way to stop the 
Stain triplets from becoming king. Maybe if he used his scepter somehow .. . 

The thought of his scepter brought back memories so intense that Erec had to 
close his eyes. Visions of the golden staff filled his mind. He could feel its 
electricity surging through him as if it were in his hands right now. He fought 
against his cravings for the thing by putting things in perspective. He really 
wasn’t ready for it—it was far too powerful. Only after he completed all of his 
quests would he have the strength to use it without falling under its influence. 
That was why he had sent it away— 

Something moved again in the family room. What was running around in 


there? He had to get it this time, whatever it was. He darted forward as if he 
were hypnotized, stalking back and forth like a panther searching for its prey. 
There was a flash of white—he dove and grabbed it . . . but it was just a blanket. 

Erec hugged it to his chest, annoyed. Where did the thing go? What was it? 
And why was it driving him so crazy? Frustrated, he threw the blanket onto the 
couch. 

Trevor stared at him in shock. “What’s wrong with you?” 

“I don’t know. Didn’t you see that thing ... ?” Erec gestured around the 
room, but Trevor shook his head. “I guess I need more sleep—” 

But just then, the thing moved again, right behind Trevor. Erec dove, 
compelled to grab it— 

And tackled his younger brother. Whatever it was was gone again. 

“Man, I’m so sorry, Trev. You okay?” Erec dusted himself off and pulled his 
brother up. 

Trevor stared at him with wide eyes and nodded. 

“Something weird is in here,” Erec said. “You better stand back while I look 
for it.” He searched under the coffee table and by the front door. Nothing was 
there... .; 

Suddenly, the entire world froze. A tiny man in white raced from under the 
couch, toward the curtains. He was moving too fast to see clearly, but Erec was 
captivated. The little guy stopped, spun around, and gazed at Erec with painted, 
wide-set eyes. That was when Erec realized that it was a toy—a little wind-up 
bullfighter. But it was the most fascinating thing Erec had ever seen. He could 
not pull his eyes away from its face. The harder he looked, the more it drew him 
in. 

“What are you staring at?” Trevor followed his gaze with a confused look on 
his face. 

Erec barely heard Trevor. It sounded like his voice was far away. The painted 
eyes of the little toy sparkled and filled Erec with curiosity. Their gaze looked 
right through him, as if it were reading his mind. Erec could feel himself tremble 
from fear, excitement, or maybe both. 

Trevor shook Erec’s shoulder. “Why are you looking like that? What’s 
wrong?” 

Trevor’s words were meaningless background noise. Erec pushed him away 
and headed toward the little bullfighter. Its eyes were glowing. Erec had to 
follow wherever it went. 

The bullfighter pulled out a small swatch of red cloth, and swished beneath its 
arm. Seeing the flash of red made Erec lose his last bit of control. He dove 
toward the thing—nothing was more important than grabbing that patch of red 


and having it for his own. The toy darted away. Erec charged, tripping over 
Zoey’s doll. The thing spun out of reach. 

“Erec! What are you doing?” Trevor clutched Erec’s elbow, but Erec shook 
him off. 

The toy buzzed back into view and then disappeared behind the couch. Erec 
pounced, scraping his face on the wall. “Get back here!” His voice sounded 
strangled, but he could not think clearly enough to question why. He scrambled 
behind the couch after the shining toy. 

“Stop!” Trevor grabbed Erec’s ankle, pulling him back. 

The little bullfighter spun around again to look at Erec. Its painted eyes 
taunted him. Behind it, Erec noticed a small black spot in the wall. As Erec 
watched, the spot grew larger until it became a hole that was the size of his fist. 
The bullfighter disappeared inside its darkness. 

How could that thing leave without him? Erec was filled with rage. He 
reached a hand into the hole, which was still growing in the plaster. The 
bullfighter was out of his reach, but the gap kept growing wider. Soon it got big 
enough to climb through. Without a thought, Erec plunged in headfirst. He was 
in a tunnel that led out of his apartment. It was warm inside, although pitch- 
black. As Erec surged forward, he felt that his right leg was being yanked back. 
He shook it, but he couldn’t get it free. 

It was too dark to see what was wrong with his leg, so instead he kept pulling 
himself forward. The tunnel was soft, like it was made of felt, but it was strong 
enough to support him. The little bullfighter was somewhere ahead of him, Erec 
could feel it. In the back of his mind, he realized that he had never been this 
determined to have something in his whole life. For a second he wondered why, 
but then all thoughts beyond the little bullfighter toy left his head. 

A dim light appeared ahead. Erec crawled toward it, dragging his right leg 
behind him. The light grew into an exit from the tunnel that emptied into a giant 
cavern. Erec had to grab the walls of the cave and pull his body from the tunnel 
against whatever was tugging on his ankle. As he slid out, the tunnel tightened 
around him, closing as he was leaving it. A sharp scream issued from the tunnel 
as the gap narrowed snugly around his legs. The sound jolted Erec out of his 
obsession with the bullfighter, and for a moment he looked around and wondered 
where he was. 

He was almost out now . .. if only his right leg would come. Why was this so 
difficult? 

Erec yanked and pulled, and then with a pop his leg shot out of the closing 
tunnel .. . with Trevor attached to it. 

Trevor looked terrified. “What’s going on?” he gasped. “How did we get 


here?” 

With his brother’s words, the spell on Erec seemed to lift completely. The 
bullfighter was gone. He couldn’t see it anywhere. But now they were stuck in a 
cave with no way to get back. 

For a moment, neither he nor Trevor moved. Erec tried to collect his thoughts. 
Someone had obviously used magic to lead him here. Could it have blinded him 
that much? And where was he now? The rocky cave was enormous and empty, 
no sign of the little bullfighter anywhere. In fact, there was nothing at all except 
for a corridor at the other end of the cavern. It seemed silly to just stand there, so 
Erec walked toward it. Trevor followed him, grasping the back of his red T-shirt. 
When they reached the hall-like tunnel, Erec was afraid that there would be 
nothing but more empty cave and no way home again . . . but something around 
the corner made him stop in his tracks. 

A gigantic bull sat on an ornate golden throne that filled the far end of the 
hall. The bull must have been fifty feet tall. Fluffy dark brown hair stuck out 
from its face and body in all directions. A thick gold ring dangled from its nose, 
and another from its right ear. They both waved in the air when the bull snorted. 

The beast reared back and majestically pointed a hoof at Erec. Erec shrank 
back, half expecting lightning rays to shoot down at him, but nothing happened. 
The beast shook its hoof and frowned. “Something is wrong with you.” Its deep 
voice echoed through the room. It raised its hoof toward Erec again, but then 
dropped it, growling. “You’re not normal. It’s like you’re indestructible. But 
don’t worry. I’ll figure out how to get rid of you soon enough.” 

Three giant snow-white cranes with spindly long black legs were perched on 
the bull’s shoulders. Red circles surrounded their beady black eyes. They eagerly 
turned their long necks toward Erec, chomping their long, sharp black beaks 

Erec shook from head to toe. What was going on? Why was this strange giant 
bull trying to get rid of him? Then a thought occurred to him—maybe this was 
all a dream. It was certainly strange enough. 

Trevor yanked his arm hard enough to hurt. This was no dream. “Erec?” His 
voice sounded weak. “Let’s go. Quick.” 

Erec nodded, but his feet were stuck as if they were glued to the floor. “I... I 
can’t move.” He pulled harder but could not budge, as the bull watched in 
amusement. “Just go on without me.” 

Trevor twisted, but his feet were also fixed to the ground. He stared at the bull 
in terror. 

It dawned on Erec that the bullfighter toy’s spell had brought him here, but 
Trevor hadn’t even been able to see the thing. He probably wasn’t supposed to 
have come. Someone was trying to kill Erec, and now Trevor was in just as 


much danger. He had to get Trevor to safety, if not himself. 

This had to be a trick of Baskania, the Shadow Prince. He must be trying to 
capture him. But that didn’t make sense—the snail mail from the Green House in 
Alypium said he had three days to give them his scepter. Why would they trap 
him here now if they wanted him to bring it? 

The bull roared with anger. “What have you done to yourself, you pathetic 
boy? I can’t take you like this.” 

“Who... who are you? Where am I?” 

The three white cranes looked at Erec like he was crazy. “’Ee’s actually 
talking to the master! Ee’s asking ’im questions!” one said. 

“No doubt that’ll end badly.” 

A third scratched its feathers with its pointy beak. “Not that it won’t end 
badly for ’im either way, now, will it?” 

The bull gnashed its teeth. “Don’t bother me with your stupid questions. You 
belong to me, and I am going to put you in my army. Something is wrong, 
though. I can’t seem to change you into one of my slaves... .” 

“Let my brother go!” Trevor tugged against his stuck feet. 

The bull nodded toward Trevor, frustrated. “Where did this other boy come 
from? Did you bring him here? Nobody does this.” 

“He’s my brother. He followed me.” Erec squeezed his eyes shut. Why hadn’t 
Trevor stayed home where it was safe? “Please let him go. You don’t want him, 
right? Just keep me.” 

“T don’t send people back. Ever.” 

Erec was overwhelmed with panic. It was bad enough that he was trapped in 
this awful place, but how could he have let Trevor follow him? Why had he been 
so obsessed with that dumb little toy that he didn’t stop to look at what was 
tugging on his leg? 

He tried to calm down and talk his way out of this. “Why do you want me? 
Maybe we could make a deal. Send my brother home and you can keep me as 
long as you want.” 

“Tarvos does not make deals,” the bull roared. “I’ll keep you forever, and PI 
dispose of that boy as soon as I turn you into a Golem. But you have ruined 
yourself, so I can’t do it. I have to figure this out fast, so I can move on to the 
next person on my list.” 

Erec and Trevor exchanged looks. Erec had no idea what the bull was talking 
about, but it didn’t sound good. What was a Golem? 

This time the bull pointed both of its front hooves at him. Searing pain 
flashed through both of Erec’s eyes, like they were being torn from his head. He 
screamed, covering them with his hands. Soon his entire body burned inside. He 


dropped to his knees and wrapped his head in his arms, rocking. Tears streamed 
down his face. 

Then the pain stopped. 

“Fe thinks that was bad,” one of the birds commented. “Just wait till ’ee gets 
the rest of ’is soul ripped out.” 

Another bird tsked. “Yup. ’Ard to get used to watching it, but like I says, 
better ’im than us.” 

Erec saw his brother frozen in terror, tears streaming down his face, so he 
tried to pull himself together. “I’m . . . fine. It’s all right, Trev. Pain’s all gone.” 
He tried to smile, to show his brother that he was okay, but it was a pathetic 
attempt. Whatever this bull-thing wanted to turn him into, Erec didn’t stand a 
chance. 

The bull’s brow lowered in annoyance. “What did you do to yourself? I can’t 
pull those eyes out of you. I can’t burn off that blood.” He snorted. “Something 
is all wrong here. Those parts of yours are indestructible. I don’t understand. It’s 
like they’re not even human. Are they from another creature?” 

Erec heaved a sigh of relief. Maybe he did stand a chance after all. The bull 
was referring to the fact that he had dragon eyes. They must have stopped the 
bull from doing whatever horrible thing he was trying to do. And his blood... 
did he have dragon blood? “Why are you doing this? I don’t understand—” 

“TIl ask the questions.” A waft of smoke drifted from the bull’s nostrils. “Tell 
me where you got those eyes. I need to figure out how to remove them.” 

Did the bull think that Erec would really help him do that? “I—II didn’t get 
them anywhere. I don’t know what you mean.” 

The cranes on the bull’s shoulders started pacing, agitated. “This ain’t good, I 
tell ya.” 

“T know, chum. The boy’s odd, all right. Causing all kinds of problems, ain’t 
ee?” 

Tarvos sneered. “You’re making me look stupid and I don’t like to look bad.” 
It roared in frustration. “You’re wasting my time. I have important work to do.” 
Then the bull sighed and shook its head. “I suppose Pll just have to kill you, 
then. What a waste. You would have made a fine soldier.” 

Erec threw his hands up. “D-don’t kill me! I... I can help you get my eyes 
out if you want me to.” Better blind than dead, Erec thought. He had to stall for 
time, figure out what to do. “Just...um... explain a few things to me first. 
Then Pll tell you how to pull my eyes out, okay? Pll even do it for you.” 

The bull looked at him quizzically. “You can do that?” His eyes narrowed. “I 
don’t like having to ask for help.” He laughed. “Then again, once I turn you into 
a clay fighting machine, you won’t be able to tell anyone about it. All right, then. 


Pll answer a few questions. But make it quick.” 

“Far that?” one of the birds said. “’Ee’s going to talk to the boy. I can’t 
believe it!” 

“No tellin’ what will happen. Kid is strange, all right.” 

“Who are you?” Erec said. “And why am I here?” 

The bull’s bloodshot eyes bored into Erec’s. “I am Tarvos the Great. Ruler 
over you and your kind. It is my right to collect all you living beings without 
souls and turn you into my army of clay Golems. The Fates have bequeathed you 
and your soulless brethren to me to use as I please.” 

Erec was too stunned to speak. This didn’t make sense. Why did the bull 
think that he had no soul? This sounded more like a strange mistake than a plot 
of Baskania’s. 

“Listen ... Tarvos. There has been a big misunderstanding. First of all, I have 
a soul. And so does Trevor here. I just saw this strange little bullfighter toy and 
ended up crawling through a tunnel into this place—” 

The cranes exploded in laughter. “Listen to ’im! ’Ee thinks it was all a big 
slipup!” 

“Oh, don’t they all.” 

“Cut it out!” Erec yelled at the birds. “You don’t know what you’re talking 
about.” 

“Oh, now, that was a slipup, all right,” a bird said. “Insulting me like that.” 

“Yeah, that there troublemaker deserves to become one of those icky 
Golems.” 

“Look,” Erec said. “You’re all wrong. You have to let us go home. There are 
a few things that are . . . different about me. I’ve done six quests to become the 
king of Alypium . . . and I’ve used the king’s scepter. Maybe that did something 
to make you think I have no soul?” 

The bull’s eyes remained hard. “Of course that’s not it! You think I’m stupid, 
don’t you?” His eyes drifted above Erec’s head. “Everyone thinks I’m stupid. 
But Pll show them. Once my Golem army is ready I’ll wipe out everyone who 
has ever laughed at me.” He focused on Erec again. “Don’t think you can talk 
your way out of this. I know your soul is missing. Souls are more visible to me 
than the bodies that they rest in. You do have a tiny piece of one left, but it’s not 
much to speak of. Definitely not enough for me to spare you.” He grunted. “Your 
kind need to be removed from humanity and destroyed before you cause 
damage. That is why the Fates have given you to me to dispose of.” 

This sounded crazy to Erec. “Why do you think my soul is gone? What if you 
are wrong—?” 

“What?” the bull yelled, enraged. He dragged his claws on the ground, 


making a harsh scraping noise. “I’m never wrong! How dare you question 
Tarvos the Great? Of course I can’t tell why your soul is missing. You are the one 
that should know that.” 

Erec searched for an answer. Could he have lost his soul? He had done 
nothing but sit at home for a month. Before that, his last quest was to give 
himself to the three Furies—terrible, powerful creatures who were about to be 
unleashed upon humanity. He had to let them out of their prison. Luckily he had 
managed to change things so that they were at peace when they escaped. 

Not that he had gotten out easily himself. He had died and was brought back 
with the help of a bee locked inside amber and a healthy dose of dragon blood. 

Erec’s jaw dropped open. Something else had happened when he died. . . . He 
had given something to the Furies. . . what they needed to escape Tartarus . . . 

It all seemed so vague and long ago. . . . His dying had literally made it seem 
like it was another lifetime. But now everything made sense. He had given his 
soul to the three Furies. After being killed and brought back to life, he assumed 
that he had been brought back to his normal self, how he started off. But that was 
not the case at all. 

He was alive . . . but the Furies still had his soul. 


CHAPTER TWO 
A Horrible Deal 





Erec’s mno SPUN, trying to take in this new information. Tarvos had said that 


Erec had a little piece of his soul left. And that was all he had been living with 
this last month? It was strange that he could not even feel that his soul was 
missing. He felt exactly the same as he had before he had lost it. The whole 
thing seemed so strange. Did the Furies still have his soul with them? That 
thought lit a small spark of hope in Erec. Maybe they didn’t need it anymore, 
now that they were free. ... 

But before he could get too excited, another realization hit him. Tarvos had 
not made a mistake. That meant Erec would never get out of this cave alive. 

“You said people like me have to be destroyed,” Erec said, “before we do 
damage? But I feel totally fine. I’m not going to hurt anybody. I didn’t even 
notice that my soul was missing.” 

Tarvos growled. “You’re a hazard. It’s a matter of time before you’!! turn bad. 
You all do. You’re a danger to society.” 

Erec couldn’t believe his ears. This couldn’t be right. “Can’t you just give me 


a chance? Let me try to stay under control . . . before you destroy me?” He 
gulped. 

Trevor looked back and forth between his brother and the giant bull, then 
blurted out, “Let him go! I’ll make sure he’s okay.” 

Tarvos’s glowing red gaze bored into Trevor’s. “That’s not so easy. These 
things”—he pointed at Erec—“lose track of right and wrong completely. They 
all turn evil. I do a great service by ridding the world of these terrible creatures.” 

Erec felt sick. He was a terrible creature now? He would soon become evil? 
How much of what Tarvos was saying was true? 

“What if . . . what if I could get my soul back again?” 

The cranes burst into laughter. “’Ee thinks ’ee can just get it back again. Like 
"ee could buy it at the local Burger Rama, or one of the Herman Howl’s 
UnderWear stores or some’ pin.” 

“Tf dat’s right, I want to buy a few extras me’self.” 

Tarvos snorted. “Give it up, boy. That’s not going to happen. When some 
people die and come back to life, their soul moves on without them. They won’t 
come back by themselves . . . and there’s no way to contact them, so don’t think 
some psychic will find yours.” 

“But—” 

“Your time is up. Pop those eyes out now so I can move on to the next 
soulless one on my list. I have an army to put together.” He rubbed his hooves 
together, and then said thoughtfully, “I could just tear your head off. That would 
get rid of those eyes . . . but then you would be a Golem without a head, and 
what good would that be? No,” he grunted. “PI just have to kill you both.” 

“Stop! Wait!” Erec took a breath. “I can find my soul again. I—I didn’t just 
die, I gave my soul to the three Furies to help them escape Tartarus. They 
probably still have it. Now that they’re free, they might give it back to me. 
Please, just give me a chance to ask them.” 

Tarvos’s eyes lit up with wonder. “Did you say the Furies? Alecto, Tisiphone, 
and Megaera? You helped them escape Tartarus?” He stood and began to pace in 
the small space in front of his throne. “Well, this is interesting, indeed. The 
Furies have your soul. Good luck getting it back.” He stared at Erec for a 
moment. “Then again, if they really owe you, like you say, then maybe they 
would work something out.” 

Erec could not believe his ears. Hope surged through him. “Do you know 
where the Furies are? Where my soul is?” 

“No. They keep their captive souls near them in some prison. Pretty nasty, 
even for my taste—keeping souls locked up like that forever.” 

Erec was confused. “Do the souls know they’re in a prison?” 


“Of course. Wouldn’t you? They’re miserable. Yours will be the lucky one if 
you get it out of there.” 

The idea of three thousand souls locked in a prison, including his own, was 
horrifying. He had to try to get it out of there. But what about all the other ones? 
It didn’t seem right to leave them all there to rot. But before he could do 
anything at all about it, he had to get out of this place. 

Tarvos smacked his lips, hungrily. “Actually, I need to talk to the Furies too. 
They have something I need. In fact, now that they’re free I might be able to get 
it.” He eyed Erec appraisingly. “And you say that they owe you a favor, that you 
released them?” 

“T did. Maybe I could help you if you let me go.” Erec’s mind raced with 
excitement. Maybe he could fix everyone’s problem at once—get his soul back, 
get whatever Tarvos wanted from them, and go home. 

A smile flickered on Tarvos’s lips. “Perfect . . . Ask them for a little thing 
called a ‘Master Shem.’ It would help me get control of things down here.” 

“A Master Shem? What does that do?” 

“Nothing that concerns you,” the bull snapped. “Just get it and Pll overlook 
that you’re going around out there without a soul.” 

“So, you’|l let us go, then?” 

The bull shook its head. “Not both of you. I need a guarantee that you’ll 
return. Once you have your soul back there is no way for me to bring you here. 
This boy is your brother, right? I’m sure you’ll return for him.” A smile lit his 
wide face. 

Erec broke into a sweat. “No—wait. That won’t work.” He could never leave 
Trevor here. “Keep me instead.” 

“How is that possible? I need you to get the Master Shem from the Furies. If 
you bring it to me before one month passes, then Pll let this boy go.” 

Trevor looked so small and pale. How could Erec even think of leaving him 
with this monster? 

As if Trevor was reading Erec’s mind, he said, “Pll be fine.” His voice shook. 
“You can do it, Erec.” 

“T can’t leave you here!” 

Trevor shook his head firmly. “That’s the only way we’ll both be free.” 

“Not quite.” Tarvos shook his head. “Only this boy will. That is our trade. 
You will still belong to me—that is, unless you get your soul back. Then you 
will be your own person again, of course.” He tapped a hoof on the ground. 
“You’ll need a way to get back here. Pll leave a passage open for you, but it will 
work only one time. Find the giant Bubble Boulder of Racks Rocks in Quiet, a 
part of Otherness. There will be an entrance that only you will be able to see.” 


“Racks Rocks? Bubble Boulder?” Erec was trying to keep the bull’s words 
straight, even as he was thinking of ways to get out of this craziness. 

“Good luck, Erec.” Trevor closed his eyes. “I know you can do it.” 

Fear raced through Erec. How could this be happening? He couldn’t leave his 
little brother alone with a beast that turned people to clay, and then hope to do 
the impossible in order to set him free. But then again, what other choice did he 
have? 

The bull roared, “Is it a deal?” 

Trevor shouted, “Deal!” 

A moment later, Erec was back in his house. Surrounded by the world that he 
knew—his kitchen table, Zoey’s dolls in every single chair—he almost felt that 
the whole thing had been a terrible dream. 

Except that Trevor was gone. 


Erec felt shaky. What was he going to do? He looked around his apartment 
desperately, as if the answer might be right in front of him. Then, confused and 
feeling sick, he lay in his bed and stared at the ceiling. How was he going to get 
out of this mess? Poor Trevor... 

Then he jumped up. Paper. Pen. He had to write down the way back to Tarvos 
before he forgot: 


The passage to Tarvos is in the giant Bubble Boulder of Racks Rocks in Quiet, 
which is in Otherness. 


He stared at the paper a while, committing it to memory, then shoved it into 
his pocket. Not knowing what to do next, he decided to make a list to put his 
mind in order and sort out the problems. 


1. Trevor is being held hostage by a giant bull. 
This he underlined three times and circled. Then he wrote: 


2. My soul is missing. And I might turn evil at any minute. 


3. I need to get the Furies to give me a Master Shem, whatever that is, so I can 
get Trevor back. 


4. If I don’t get my soul back from the Furies, Tarvos will turn me into a clay 


Golem thing. 
5. The Furies are keeping three thousand souls prisoners. 


6. Balor, Damon, and Dollick Stain are going to be crowned kings in a few 
weeks. 


7. In three days, when I don’t give my scepter to the Green House, the armies of 
Alypium and Aorth are going to come after me. 


Then he added, just in case his life wasn’t totally impossible already: 


8. I have to do six more quests before I become King of Alypium. If I do them I 
can stop Baskania from destroying the world. 


For a moment he felt better that he had gotten it all down on paper, like he 
was on the verge of a plan. But at second glance, everything seemed way out of 
control. Any one of these problems alone was more than he could face. He took 
a deep breath. The most important thing was to save Trevor as soon as possible . 
. . and also to find his lost soul. If he really did start to turn evil, then it would all 
be over. 

That thought terrified him. Would he realize that he was going down the 
wrong path? What if he began doing bad things and he didn’t notice? Erec 
thought about his last month at home. Hadn’t he taken a big bite of Zoey’s 
Popsicle last week, before she was finished with it? He hadn’t thought twice 
about it at the time, but she had gotten upset. Later Zoey calmed down and didn’t 
care anymore—did that make it okay? 

What else had he done? Yesterday—yes, that was right—he had snapped at 
Trevor for turning up the television again and again when Erec was reading a 
book. The thought made Erec sick. He had felt justified at the time, but now poor 
Trevor was trapped in a cave with a vicious beast, held hostage because of him. 
Why hadn’t Erec been more patient? 

Was he turning evil now? Those things he did hadn’t seemed any different 
from normal. Nobody had said anything to him, anyway. Maybe, he thought, 
someone should keep an eye on him. 

Bethany was the obvious choice. She knew him better than anyone. And she 
was honest enough to tell him if he was acting different. Maybe she could also 
help him find the Furies. But even that seemed impossible. How would he find 
the Furies? They were superhuman creatures with power beyond his 
imagination, just like their sisters, the three Fates. . . . 


That was it! For the first time, Erec had a spark of hope. He would speak to 
the three Fates. There was a well in Delphi, Greece, called the Oracle, where he 
could talk directly to them. They knew everything. They would tell him how to 
find their sisters. Maybe, if he was lucky, they would even tell him how to get 
his soul back. 


Zoey burst through the door. Cherry Popsicle juice dripped down her hand, 
leaving red smudges around her face. “Erec! Erec! Mommy got me Flying 
Count cereal and Tummy Smacker Jumping Jelly Beans! You can have some—I 
saved five for you, five for Nell, and five for Trevor. Where is Trevor?” She 
looked around, candy-stuffed fist waving in anticipation. 

Erec bit his lip. “Trevor is . . . he’ll be back soon. Okay? I need to go... help 
him out.” He hesitated. In their apartment there was a Port-O-Door—a magical 
door that would take him anywhere he wanted to go. It was tempting to leave 
right now before he had to face his mother. His heart sank at the thought of 
telling her what happened to Trevor. And what if she tried to stop him from 
finding the three Furies? He had to save Trevor and get his soul back again... . 

Erec fought his urge to run away. He made himself wait until June walked 
through the door, carrying overflowing bags of groceries. She took one look at 
him and stopped in her tracks. “What’s wrong, kiddo?” She set the bags down. 
“You look awful.” 

Erec’s throat squeezed shut as he started to talk. He had to take a breath and 
start again. “I... Trevor...” What could he say? The truth was too horrible to 
spit out. 

A look of alarm grew in June’s eyes. “Where is Trevor?” She headed down 
the hallway, looking behind doors. “What happened?” 

Erec followed her until he found the courage to say, “He’s not here. Sit down, 
Mom.” 

June dropped into a kitchen chair. “Did someone take him? Is he kidnapped?” 
Tears formed in her eyes. “I was afraid this might happen. Did you call the 
police yet?” 

“Mom?” Erec was confused. “You thought Trevor might be kidnapped?” 

“No—I mean, not now at least, or I wouldn’t have left him here. I was just 
worried about it. Of course. I mean . . .” She looked at Erec apprehensively. 

“What? You mean what?” 

June put her face in her hands. “We need to find him. And I don’t think the 
police will be of any help.” Her face crinkled and tears streamed down her 
cheeks. “I should have taken him with me. I should have been more careful. . . .” 


“Mom—it’s okay. It’s not that bad. Trevor wasn’t kidnapped. Not exactly.” 

Confusion wrinkled June’s brow. “What do you mean? Where is he?” 

“Well .. . it’s not good.” He managed to calm his breathing so he could tell 
her about Tarvos, and that Trevor was still there. 

June jumped up and immediately started pacing. Erec recognized that she was 
going into action mode. She raised a finger a few times before she spoke. “A 
bull? In a cave? I don’t understand. And you say you don’t know where you 
were? Show me where in the wall that hole opened up.” 

Erec pointed to the spot and June felt for gaps, with no success. He hesitated a 
moment before dropping more terrible news, but he knew that he couldn’t keep 
it a secret for long. “Tarvos had brought me there because my soul is gone—at 
least most of it. The Furies still have it, so maybe I can get it back. That’s 
another reason I have to find them.” 

June stared at him. “Your soul is gone? What are you talking about?” She 
rested her hand over her eyes for a minute, thinking. “Do you mean that when 
you gave your soul to the Furies so they could escape, you didn’t get it back 
again? I thought since the Hermit brought you back to life, you were back to 
normal. . . .” She eyed Erec critically from head to toe as if she might see his 
soul somewhere. “Could that be true? Do you feel different?” 

“T feel the same—but Tarvos said that he could see that it was missing—and 
that PII turn evil if I don’t get it back. It’s one of the three thousand souls the 
Furies keep in some awful prison, feeling miserable.” 

June winced, but then looked even more determined. “This is crazy. We have 
to find the Furies.” She took a breath. “And try to figure out where Tarvos’s cave 
might be. We need to go get Trevor out of there now.” 

“T have no idea where we were. We just climbed there through the tunnel.” 

June closed her eyes. “I’ll call King Piter and see if he knows anything about 
this.” 

“Okay. And PII see if Bethany will come with me to find the Furies.” 

June’s eyes narrowed. “You mean with us, right? Just because you’ve been 
off cavorting across the globe before doesn’t mean you can go on your own 
again. You understand?” 

“Yeah. That’s fine.” Erec actually felt relieved that his mother was coming 
with him. It was too much to have the responsibility for rescuing Trevor all by 
himself. “We need to talk to the Fates at the Oracle and see where we can find 
the three Furies.” 

“Good idea. I’ll call King Piter first.” She went down the hall to the computer 
that had the MagicNet loaded on it—their connection to the Kingdoms of the 
Keepers. 


Erec sat on the couch and held up a pair of magical glasses that were on a 
chain around his neck. He carried them with him everywhere—they let him see 
the person that he was missing the most. And right now that was his friend 
Bethany. 

He put the black plastic frames on his face. All of a sudden, everything 
glimmered brightly around him. It seemed like the room was moving, and it 
made him dizzy. He focused on the wall, and it was oddly rounded, shiny and 
clear. It took a moment before he realized that he was inside a giant bubble—or 
at least that’s where he was seeing that Bethany was. The shiny bubble wall was 
lined with a multitude of smaller bubbles, each shimmering with rainbow hues. 
Darker striped things on them were hard to make out, but on closer look they 
were books. Tons of books were everywhere, lining the bubble shelves. 

It took a minute to find Bethany within all the wobbling, book-filled bubbles. 
She was sitting at a wooden desk that contrasted strangely with the bubble room, 
scribbling on a pad of paper and furiously paging through a thick math book. 

“Bethany?” 

She dropped her pencil. “Erec? Is that you?” She searched all around, unable 
to see him—Erec’s glasses only let her hear him, even though he could see her. 

“Tm here—I mean, I have my Seeing Eyeglasses on. Are you okay?” 

“Hey, Erec! Yeah, I’m great.” She settled back in her chair, a smile appearing 
on her face. “This place is so cool. Queen Posey gave me a huge suite to stay in 
with a bunch of rooms and servants. It’s kind of like when I lived at King Piter’s 
castle.” Her eyes gleamed with excitement. “It’s been great having time to read 
and work on my new math book. This one disproves my last book, which is 
pretty neat ’cause it totally changes the whole basis of math. The upper-level 
topology was all wrong, but there was no way to show it by proofs. So now the 
time-space continuum can be seen more realistically . . .” She laughed. “I’m 
sorry. I could talk about this for days. How are things going at your mom’s 
place?” 

“Terrible.” Erec told her about everything from the bullfighter to losing his 
soul. “I have to fix all of this right away. But if Tarvos is right, then I might turn 
evil at any time. You know me better than anyone—would you hang out and 
keep an eye on me? If I start acting weird you can let me know when I still am 
able to do something about it.” 

“Of course! Oh, poor Trevor. We have to find him, fast. Do you have any 
ideas? I can’t believe he’s still in that cave! And your soul . . . This is awful.” A 
hopeful look crossed her face. “I’m really glad to help, and of course I’ll keep an 
eye on you if you want. But... is that the only reason you wanted me to come 
with you?” 


Erec wondered what she might be thinking about. Why else would he want to 
be with her? “No. I also need someone to hold in front of me in case the Furies 
attack.” 

She laughed, and then blushed a little. “I thought so. Yeah, I’d love to go with 
you.” She crossed her arms and shivered. “I know you’re upset, but don’t worry. 
I’m sure this will all work out okay—it has to.” She laughed. “And I miss 
hanging out with you, too.” 

Erec felt his own face turn red. He was glad that she couldn’t see him right 
then. 


Jam Crinklecut, King Piter’s butler, followed Bethany through the Port-O-Door 
into Erec’s apartment. He bowed low when he saw Erec. 

Bethany ran up and gave Erec a hug. “Jam said he’d come with us! This will 
be like old times, the three of us exploring the world together. . . .” 

Jam blushed with pleasure, but June cleared her throat. “Not just the three of 
you. I’m here too, and the kids are out of school. So we’ll all be together this 
time.” She smiled at Jam. “It’s good to see you, Jam. Thanks for coming with 
us.” 

Zoey ran up and hugged June’s leg. “Where do we get to go, Mommy?” 

Erec frowned. “You’re bringing Zoey to find the Furies?” 

June put her hands on her hips. “Of course not. For now we’re just going to 
talk to the Fates and find out what to do next, right? We’ll see what they say, and 
then I can decide what to do. King Piter didn’t have any idea where that cave 
might be.” She thought a moment. “Erec, do you think you can look through 
your Seeing Eyeglasses and talk to Trevor?” 

“Great idea, Mom.” He sat on the couch and put the glasses on, concentrating 
on his brother. When he opened his eyes, he found the cave walls surrounding 
him. Before him, Tarvos sat on his giant throne. Trevor squatted in a corner, pale 
arms tight around his knees. In between the bull and the boy, a young blond 
woman looked around herself in wonder. She squirmed, trying to pull her feet 
from the ground where they were stuck. 

When she realized that she was trapped, she bared her teeth, hissing in anger 
at Tarvos. “What’s going on? Where am I? And where’s that little . . . bullfighter 
I followed down here?” 

Tarvos laughed and leaned forward hungrily. The cranes preened on his back. 
“You belong to me now. And you will make a fine fighter when I am ready for 
you.” 

Tarvos pointed a hoof at the woman’s face. She raised her hands to her head 


with a look of shock, then screamed as hundreds of cracks split deep through her 
skin. She looked like she was breaking into tiny pieces. At the same time she 
grew taller and heavier, her screech lowering into a deep, heavy moan, lower 
than a grown man’s voice. She kept expanding until her clothing shredded, 
revealing a chunky gray bricklike body. Clumps slid off her, hitting the floor and 
bursting into sprays of sand. Blond hair streamed onto the floor like hay, and her 
features flattened until only slits remained for her eyes and mouth in her 
blocklike face. 

What had once been a woman looked down at her arms and body, unable to 
speak. A door slid open in the cave wall, and Tarvos motioned for her to go 
through. She mutely lumbered past the doorway, leaving behind a trail of sand. 


CHAPTER THREE 
Terrible Visions 





SWEAT DRIPPED pown Erec’s face when he pulled off the glasses. That . . . thing 


was the Golem that Tarvos had tried to turn him into? A giant warrior made of 
sand? 

“Ts Trevor okay?” June was poised above him, a terrified look on her face. 

“No... I mean... yes.” Erec tried to calm down, knowing he was 
frightening her. “He’s fine. I—I don’t think he’ II be hurt there.” 

June didn’t look too sure. In a second she was already in the Port-O-Door, 
pulling Zoey in behind her. “Let’s go, quick. I want him out of there now.” 

“Modom, would you like me to wait here with Zoey? Or would you like to 
stay here with her? I will watch over these two.” 

June looked back and forth between her daughter and Jam. 

“What if Nell comes back here when we’re gone?” Erec asked. 

June’s shoulders dropped. “What am I thinking? I’m so upset, I forgot all 
about Nell coming home. Pll just call her now. ... No.” She sighed. “I'll stay 
here. You two will be fine with Jam. Just hurry back and let me know what is 
going on.” 

“Okay, Mom.” He gave her a hug, and Jam and Bethany followed him into 
the Port-O-Door. They closed the vestibule door behind them and a screen lit up 


with four colored quadrants and an orange bar at the bottom labeled UPPER 
EARTH. He pressed the orange bar, and a world atlas sprang into view. 

“The Oracle’s in Greece.” Erec tapped a finger on the eastern Mediterranean 
Sea and that part enlarged to fill the screen. 

“There it is.” Bethany touched the city of Delphi, and when it enlarged she 
found Mount Parnassus. “The Oracle is right here. Remember?” 

Erec did not want to think about the last time he had spoken to the three Fates 
at the Oracle—back then he had thought that Bethany was dead. But now poor 
Trevor might be soon if he didn’t work fast. He placed the Port-O-Door into a 
tree trunk near the base of the mountainside and swung the door open into the 
sunshine. 

The Castilian spring that trickled from Mount Parnassus sprung into view as 
soon as they stepped out of the Port-O-Door. Erec took off running for it, hope 
building, but then his mind filled with questions. What would he find out from 
the Fates? They knew the future. What if they said that he could never talk to the 
Furies again? Then he would not be able to save his brother or his soul. 

Which brought another thought into his mind. What about his other lost 
brother? And his missing sister? Now was the time to ask the Fates about them, 
too. Erec was one of King Piter’s triplets. His other two birth siblings were 
supposed to join him on his quests so that they could become the next three 
rulers of the Kingdoms of the Keepers. He needed to find them—they would 
help with everything that he was doing. It would be great to find his missing 
mother, too. Queen Hesti had disappeared at the same time as his siblings did, 
and he was raised by June, who used to be one of the castle nursemaids when 
Erec was little. The Fates knew everything, so maybe they could help. They 
usually didn’t mind telling him things—at least when they were in the right 
mood. 

Soon the Oracle, a plain-looking stone well, was in view. Nothing about it 
seemed unusual at first glance, other than that the water inside was extremely 
dark and deep. Erec swallowed his nervousness and thought about what he had 
to do. 

“Oh, no.” Bethany backed away, her hand up blocking her vision. “I don’t 
want to watch this.” 

“Sorry.” Erec flashed her a grin. “It’s probably going to look awful.” 

“Oh, yes.” Jam cleared his throat. “I forgot . . . I mean, you look perfectly 
respectable when your dragon eyes are out, young sir.” 

Erec took a breath. In order to call the Fates to the Oracle, he had to act as a 
medium, using his dragon eyes to look into the future. With all of his excitement 
about talking to the Fates, and worries about Trevor and his soul, he had 


forgotten that he would have to glimpse into his own future. And it was the last 
thing he wanted to do right now. 

Sometimes Erec could direct what he saw in his future. His magic tutor and 
guardian, the Hermit, had told him that deep inside his heart he already knew all 
of the answers. When he looked into the future with his dragon eyes, he was 
simply showing himself what he needed to see. Maybe he would just ask himself 
to show what would happen to Trevor, and find out if he would be okay. 

Then again, he was terrified to learn the answer to that. What if Trevor would 
not be okay? Then Erec wouldn’t be able to keep on going. 

He fought to overcome his fear, then he leaned over the well so the Fates 
would sense when he looked into the future. He closed his eyes. 

Please, show me something that has nothing to do with Trevor. Or whether 
Pll get my soul back. 

Erec followed the steps that the Hermit had taught him. First, he imagined 
himself entering a small, dark room in his mind. The moment he did, a feeling of 
calmness spread through him. Things would be all right, he knew. It felt good 
being back in this place, and he rested there for a while before imagining a 
second, smaller room within this first one. He pictured himself going through 
another doorway. Inside, he felt wonderful. Pure peace filled his being. Before 
him a box sat on a table. This box held all of the knowledge of the universe 
locked inside. Erec was ready to see what it would show him. 

But first his fingers were drawn toward the box. It was warm, as he 
remembered it, and it seemed to hum a happy sound. All of his fears were gone. 
Life was good, and he was ready to enjoy it. 

Before him, two windows perched on a wall, their shades drawn shut. When 
he opened them, they would function like his eyes, showing him a vision from 
his future. He reached for the soft cord that hung between them and pulled. 


Erec ran fast, holding on to an ax and swinging it wildly. He was sweaty 
and out of breath. Anger and hate surged through him. Before long he 
came to a small house made of logs. He had to break into it. Erec raised 
the ax above his head and brought it down onto the door, splitting the 
wood. He yanked it out, then did it again and again. Pieces clattered to the 
ground as he kept chopping. 


In a rage, he reached inside and unlocked the knob, then flung the door 
open with a growl. Before him, a family trembled. The mother held a 
young child tight, his arms wrapped around her neck. An older girl clung 
to her knee, crying. 


The father stepped in front of them, arms out in a gesture of protection, but 
his hands shook badly. “Leave us alone. You can take anything you want 
from here. I don’t care what happens to me, but stay away from my 
family.” 


“Jewels. Necklaces. Watches.” Erec squinted around the room. “Where do 
you keep them?” 


The man stuttered, upset. “D-don’t take those. Please. Anything in the 
whole house is yours—but don’t steal our jewels.” 


Erec swung the ax back over his shoulder, aiming at the man’s neck. 


“Sorry!” The man stepped back in shock. “I’m sorry. Go ahead. They’re 
upstairs in my wife’s dresser. But we don’t have much. T-take what you 
want.” 


Erec shoved past them and went upstairs. He rooted through drawers, 
dumping out piles of clothing and old notebooks. . . . 


Erec dropped the window shades and stepped back. His hands shook 
violently. He was robbing an innocent family of their valuables? That didn’t 
even make sense. Unless .. . 

He gulped. Yes, it did make sense. He was going to turn evil. 

Tarvos had warned him what he would become if he didn’t have a soul. Now 
he had seen it with his own eyes. He could not let that happen. If Erec could not 
find the Furies, he would give himself to Tarvos and get it over with. Thinking 
about the giant clay creature he would turn into made him sick, but that was 
better than being pure evil. 

Then a horrible thought occurred to Erec. If what he saw in his future was 
right, and he ended up evil, then that meant he would not succeed in getting his 
soul back from the Furies... . 

The warm box pulsed next to him, sending waves of calm into his mind. He 
put a hand on it until he started to feel better. Then he imagined himself leaving 
the dark rooms. He could feel his eyes turn in their sockets, bringing his normal 
blue eyes forward and rolling the dragon eyes back into the darkness. When he 
opened them, he squinted at the bright sunlight. 

Below him the dark water in the well began to churn, racing in circles. The 
waters took on vivid colors, some of the shades strange like nothing he had seen 


anywhere else. All of a sudden, the well water frothed up. Bubbles raced toward 
him as if they would overflow the stone walls. Then they settled back into still 
blackness. 

They would be there, listening now, he was sure. “Um . . . hello? Fates? Can 
you hear me?” 

No one answered. Jam glanced at him, worried. Then three shrieks of 
pleasure echoed at once. “It’s him, girls! Like, no way! This is sooo, like, totally 
cool.” 

“Oh, I love that boy! He is so to die for!” 

“Eeek! That is so funny! Like, because someone is going to totally die for 
him!” The three exploded in laughter. 

Erec didn’t like the way that sounded. “What does that mean? Who is going 
to die for me?” 

“Oh, that is so cute,” one of the girl’s voices said. “He wants to know who is 
going to die for him this time.” 

“This time?” Erec felt irritated and a little confused. “Someone died for me 
already?” But then his heart sank, and he knew what they were talking about. 
His dragon friend, Aoquesth, had died for him, and given him both of his dragon 
eyes. “Who else is going to die? When is that going to happen?” 

“Now, if we told you that, it would take all the fun out of the surprise,” one of 
the Fates chirped cheerfully. 

“Fun?” Erec felt himself get upset and tried to calm down. Anger wouldn’t 
get him anywhere with these powerful creatures. “Okay. Please would you tell 
me? I don’t want someone to die because of me.” 

A fountain of laughter exploded from the depths of the well. “Oh, I love him. 
He is so cute!” They were beginning to fade away. 

Erec realized that they were leaving already, and he had not gotten any 
information from them at all. Before it was too late, he shouted, “Wait! I need to 
know how to find your sisters—the three Furies! I have to try to get my soul 
back from them. I also have to get something to rescue Trevor .. . how can I do 
that? Where should I go?” 

A few more giggles issued from the well, but Erec sensed a somber tone that 
had not been there before. “Of course we know that you want to find our sisters. 
We can tell you how to do that—but you have to trust us. Okay, lil’ tyke?” 

“Sure.” 

The voice that answered him back sounded deep and serious, not at all like 
the Fates he knew. Multiple tones spoke in unison, and their echo made the rocks 
around him vibrate. “You can find our sisters, Alecto, Tisiphone, and Megaera, 
in the Gray Mist Valley, in the land of Alsatia where they now live. They choose 


to remain there because it is blanketed by a special magic that keeps us from 
seeing what they are thinking and planning. This concerns us greatly. 

“We once were forced to imprison our sisters in the caves of Tartarus to 
protect humanity from their wrath. For eons they had plotted revenge against us 
for shutting them in there. They had planned to wage war on us once they 
escaped, even though they knew it would cause the complete destruction of the 
world. Their anger was so great that they wanted everything to end. 

“But when they met you, Erec, you were able to do something that nobody 
else could. You used the Awen charm that you carry around your neck to give 
them an inner peace that they had never felt before, and the Furies came away 
from that changed. We gave you the quest to go to them because we knew that 
you might be able to sway them this way. But we did not know if you would 
succeed. 

“Now, it is impossible for us to tell what they will do next. We are sure that 
even they do not know. They might choose to make peace with us, or to create 
chaos. It could go either way. We have no power in Alsatia, so they have 
complete freedom to prepare to attack us if they wish. 

“You can speak to the Furies about the questions that you have for them. They 
will talk to you. Our sisters hold you in the highest regard. You gave yourself to 
them to help them escape, and you asked for nothing in return. But be cautious. 
You will have to make important decisions, and your choices will affect the 
outcome of everything. Do what is right, don’t forget that. The Furies may give 
you what you need to free your brother. But that will come at a price too. 

“You will not succeed in speaking to our sisters if you go now. First you must 
draw your next quest from Al’s Well. That quest will give you something you 
will need in order to approach them. When it is time to speak to them, you can 
find Alsatia by falling into Mercy’s Spike in Pinefort Jungle in Otherness. Good 
luck.” 

A deep silence followed, rather than the usual giggles coming from the well. 
Erec was glad that Jam was furiously taking notes. There was no way he would 
remember all of the places he had to go. And what was Mercy’s Spike? What 
kind of a place does one have to fall to get into? The whole plan sounded 
strange. The Fates had said to trust them—and how could he not? They had only 
been right before, always helped him. His mind whirled—what was he 
forgetting? He needed to ask them something else. .. . 

“T need to find my birth siblings—the two missing triplets. Can you tell me 
where to look for them?” 

The voice that bubbled back sounded amused. “He wants to know where they 
are, girls! Should we help our little prince? I don’t want to give away all the 


fun!” 

“Here’s a hint, hero. Your brother is near, and your sister is far. Your sister is 
close, and your brother is distant. Your sister needs help, and your brother needs 
more. But you need the most help of all, so you better find them!” 

Another voice chimed, “That was so good, Nona! I love your riddles!” 

That answer didn’t help him at all. What she said was more confusing than 
anything else. But right now he was elated that he would actually be able to find 
the Furies. It sounded like he would even get that Master Shem thing to help 
Trevor escape. Which reminded him... 

“What about my soul? Do the Furies still have it?” 

“Like, of course they have your soul! Unh! How do you think they escaped 
that Tartarus place? I mean, like, you don’t think they want to go back to that 
gnarly prison, do you, hero? For real! They want to keep their sweet hind claws 
out of that place, so they’re going to hold tight on to every one of those little 
souls. Like, wow.” 

“Well, how can I get mine back, then?” 

The voice sang back, “Like, I don’t know. Maybe you’ll have to send our 
sisters back to Tartarus. You know, free all of those poor souls again.” 

Another voice added, giggling, “Good luck!” 


Back in the apartment, June leaned on Erec’s shoulder, face pale. “I didn’t want 
you doing any more of those quests. They have been ridiculously dangerous. 
And what have they gotten us? Things are worse than ever. King Piter’s castle is 
gone. He’s stuck living with Queen Posey now, in Ashona. He has to be near her 
scepter if he wants to stay alive, since he’s so old. Baskania is in a better 
position then ever, using those Stain triplets as the next kings. And he found out 
that Bethany’s brother is the one that holds the secret of the Final Magic that he 
has been looking for. The Furies are out of their prison and could end the world 
at any minute.” June looked from one person to the next, waiting for them to 
agree that Erec should just stay home. 

Erec was surprised. “So... you don’t want me to try to save Trevor? And get 
my own soul back?” 

June squeezed her eyes shut. “Of course I do. It’s just killing me to let you go 
do this again. I convinced myself we were through. You don’t know how hard it 
is to let you go off and do dangerous things. And sending you to meet the three 
Furies—those horrendous beings—in person .. .” 

Jam put an arm around her. “Modom, I will accompany young sir the entire 
way and watch out for him. And during his quest, the Hermit will also be 


keeping an eye on the boy. I assure you that he will be well taken care of.” 

“Don’t worry, Pll watch out for him too.” Bethany grinned. Erec knew that 
she looked forward to having an adventure with him. He only wished he could 
be as excited about it. Bethany hadn’t seen the Furies in person or she might 
have a different attitude about going anywhere near them. 

June shook her head. “What can I do? I guess we don’t have a choice. Thank 
you, Jam. It means more than I can say to have you with him.” 

He blotted a few tears from her face with his handkerchief. “My pleasure, 
Modom.” 

Erec tried to reassure himself as much as he did her. “It’s okay, Mom. We’ll 
just go do the quest quick—it’s probably no big deal. The Fates said that we’d be 
fine talking to the Furies after that. I’m sure they know what they are talking 
about.” He paused a moment. Had the Fates really said that they would be okay? 
Not exactly. They did say that he would be able to talk to the Furies only after he 
finished his next quest, not that he would survive meeting them again. It wasn’t 
worth bringing up and worrying his mother about—but he would have to make 
sure Bethany didn’t go anywhere near the Furies, just in case. 


A wooden door appeared in the wall of Erec’s apartment, and somebody 
knocked on it. It was someone else’s Port-O-Door, but who could be knocking? 

June and Jam both seemed as surprised as Erec was. Jam put his hand on the 
knob, but then thought better of opening it. “Who is there?” 

“Tt’s me, Rosco Kroc. Are you busy?” 

Jam glanced back at June. “Ma’ am?” 

“Tt’s okay,” Erec said. “Rosco has been helping us.” 

The corners of June’s mouth turned up. “I know, Erec. I got to spend a little 
time with Rosco in Smoolie, remember? He’s been a good friend.” 

Jam opened the door and waved Rosco inside. Erec cracked a smile when he 
saw Rosco’s green scaled face. Rosco grinned and waved for a moment before 
Bethany ran up and threw her arms around him. “It’s so great you’re here, Osc— 
I mean Rosco. We have a lot going on, and we could use a little help.” 

June nodded to Rosco. “That would be great. Anything you could do...” 

Rosco looked confused. “Are you having problems? I’d have come sooner. I 
was just stopping by with some news for Erec. What’s going on?” 

Everyone took turns filling Rosco in on the horrible details of the day. Rosco 
sat on the couch, stunned. “I have heard of Tarvos. Baskania has mentioned him. 
I think he’s working with him on something, but I don’t know the details. Pll 
find out, and I’m sure I can learn where his cave is.” 


“You see that?” June pointed at Rosco, excited. “There is another way! Erec, 
you don’t have to do that next quest or see the Furies after all. We’ll just get the 
information from Rosco and go straight to Trevor.” 

Although that sounded tempting, Erec knew that it wouldn’t work. “Mom, 
you know that when the Fates tell me what I have to do, it’s the only thing that 
will help. That’s proven itself every single time.” 

Before June could protest, Rosco nodded. “Erec, you’re right. Do what you 
need to, but Pll be looking into things from my end too. Pll get back to you once 
I get any details. But I can tell you that Baskania wasn’t behind trapping Erec 
and Trevor in that cave. He’s still hoping you’re going to show up at the Green 
House in a day or two with your scepter.” 

“That would never happen,” Bethany said. “So, what did you come here to 
tell us?” 

Rosco looked around in thought. “Not to be rude, but maybe if Erec and I can 
just have a few minutes alone...” 

June gave a nod, then Rosco motioned for Erec and Bethany to follow him 
down the hall. As soon as Bethany closed the door to Erec’s room, she spun 
around. “What’s going on, Oscar? I’ve been worried about you! Have you been 
okay?” 

Rosco laughed. “Never worry about me, Bethany. I’m too powerful and 
connected now to be hurt. Remember, Baskania can’t read my mind, so I’m 
pretty safe. It’s you two that have to be careful, not me. That’s what I came to 
tell you about.” 

“Ts this about the letter I got from the Green House?” Erec asked. “The one 
saying that all of the armies of Alypium and Aorth are coming after me if I don’t 
give Baskania my scepter?” 

Rosco shook his head. “There is even more bad news, unfortunately. I don’t 
want to upset the rest of your family, but you need to know this. The Shadow 
Prince has stepped up his game. He has tons of detectives and hunters out 
searching for Bethany’s lost brother—the one that knows the secret to the Final 
Magic he’s been searching for. And when he’s not obsessing about that, he’s 
plotting to find the scepters. The Stain triplets are going to become kings in a 
few weeks, and he’s going to get them one way or another. The Stain boys 
understand that they’re working for him—he’s the one in control.” 

Bethany put her hand to her head. “My brother . . . we have to find him before 
Baskania does. What can we do?” 

Erec could feel the stress inside himself rise thinking about what she was 
going through. Bethany had a missing brother, just like he did. But now hers was 
in mortal danger. 


“PII let you know as soon as I find out more. Just try to think of any clues 
about where your brother might be. For now, be on the alert. I’m keeping an eye 
out at the Green House.” He tapped his eye, the one that he had once given to 
Baskania and Erec had returned to him. “Thanks again for this.” 

“It’s okay, Oscar.” Bethany smiled. “We’re just glad that you stopped by.” 

“If anything else comes up, let me know. Don’t trust snail mail, though. 
Nobody would spy on mine, but yours might be read. It’s best to be safe. When 
you want me, just drop me a snail with nothing written on it. Pll figure out 
where you are—I’m good at that.” 

“Thanks, Oscar. It’s great to see you.” 

“You too, kid.” Rosco got up and headed out. “Don’t forget—if you ever need 
me, just let me know.” 


Jam packed more things into backpacks for himself, Erec, and Bethany than they 
would ever need. Erec was glad to see that he was taking their favorite Serving 
Tray along—the silver tray that magically produced whatever foods they wanted 
to eat. 

Jam’s brow wrinkled. “You have to get to Al’s Well to draw your next quest, 
but I don’t think going there is safe. The last time, soldiers and guards were 
surrounding the place and Harpies were flying overhead to keep watch. I’m sure 
that hasn’t changed. I wonder how we should proceed. Do you think we should 
fly in aboard a dragon again?” 

Erec shook his head. “The last time I did that, I almost got shot out of the sky. 
Bethany and I found a way to get to Al’s Well through the waterways under the 
city. They lead right up to it. We can go in and out safely from there.” 

Jam frowned. “That’s odd. I didn’t pack bathing suits. You know me—it’s my 
magical gift to always be prepared. I should have them somewhere.” 

“Don’t worry,” Bethany said. “We usually go in our clothes. Last time we 
didn’t have time to change. It won’t matter, anyway. Once our Instagills start to 
work we feel perfect in the water, even with wet clothes on. We don’t get cold or 
hungry... .” 

It occurred to all of them at once that Jam did not have Instagills to let him 
breathe underwater. Erec and Bethany had won theirs in a contest last year in 
Alypium. “I suppose . . .” Jam tapped his chin. “I might slow you down, 
paddling on top while you are swimming underwater.” 

Bethany shook her head. “That wouldn’t be a problem. But I don’t know if 
there is any air at the top of the water tunnels. You might not be able to go at 
all.” 


Jam cracked a grin. “Wait a minute. I suppose that I am prepared, after all.” 
He opened his backpack and pulled out a small tank. “Oxygen. I wasn’t sure 
why I brought one of these.” He laughed. “Now I see why I had the odd 
impulse.” He slung it over his shoulder and tucked it under his backpack. 
“Where do we find the underwater tunnels, young sir and modom?” He raised 
his eyebrows politely. 

Bethany said, “They’re everywhere, but the closest place to Al’s Well is the 
swimming pool outside King Piter’s house in Alypium.” 

Erec said, “One other place might work better—the Oracle, where we just 
were.” 

Bethany smiled. “That’s right! That well led straight into the tunnels.” 

In minutes, Erec, Bethany, and Jam were walking under the sparkling blue 
skies of Delphi, Greece. Bright sunshine warmed their backs, and rushing water 
bubbled near their feet. Soon Erec was gazing down into the Oracle’s blackness 
again. 

“T should see if the Fates will help send us to Al’s Well like they did last time. 
That way we won’t get lost for sure.” 

Bethany frowned. “I don’t know. Aren’t you worried that you’re calling them 
back too soon? I wouldn’t want to bug them. Maybe we should jump in and see 
if they’ ll help us on their own.” 

“I doubt it,” Erec said. “They probably won’t know that we’re here unless I 
call for them again.” He thought a moment. “I don’t want to bother them either. 
But we could drift around in those tunnels forever and never find Al’s Well. I 
better just ask them.” 

As soon as he said that, a bad realization hit him. He would have to look into 
the future again with his dragon eyes so he could call the Fates. The vision he 
had seen last time was too much—he was robbing a terrified family like a sick 
criminal. It was obviously the end result of being soulless and turning evil. What 
else would he see himself doing in the future? 

He took a breath and leaned over the well, eyes closed. After a moment he 
visualized that familiar dark room deep inside of his mind. It felt warm and 
comforting to be there again. Erec found the second door within it, opened it, 
and went in. 

The second room was even darker and more peaceful. The humming box on 
the table nearby radiated a calm wisdom. He was ready for whatever he needed 
to show himself. So Erec reached for the silken cord hanging between the two 
windows and pulled. ... 


Kids ran all around a playground, handing out candy. Anger seared 
through Erec, making him shake. Give that to me!” He dove at the kids 
with a snarl. A low growl escaped from his throat as he grabbed candy 
from their hands. People stared at him with wide eyes, as if he were a 
maniac. But there was no time to stop—so many kids, so much candy. 
And he had to take it all! 


Mothers darted toward their children, trying to save them. But Erec could 
run faster than they could. One of the toddlers was surprisingly strong, and 
Erec struggled a while before yanking the sweets out of his hand. His 
mother looked equally confused and terrified. Right behind her was a kid 
about to put an opened lollipop right into her mouth. Not when Erec was 
there—he’d get it first! Shoving the mother out of his way, he snatched the 
sucker out of the little girl’s fist, leaving her crying and rubbing her hand. 


A few kids got knocked into one another as lollipops in their hands sailed 
into the air—Erec grabbing each one. Some kids still sat on the swings. 
They looked small and defenseless—taking their candy would be easy. He 
scooped the lollipops straight from their little fists. 


One of the mothers stepped forward, outraged. “What’s wrong with you? 
These are little kids. . . .” She tried to grab his arm, but he shoved her 
back. There was still a lollipop he had missed, and she wasn’t going to get 
in the way. “Ow! Somebody call the police. This guy’s crazy! Let’s get out 
of here, Dougie.” 


The last kid was older, and he struggled with Erec before letting go of his 
lollipop. Erec hadn’t meant to trip him, but the kid ended up on his face, 
his cheek cut and bleeding. 


That wasn’t important. Erec had all the candy now, so he patted his 
pockets and turned away. He had won—he had taken every child’s candy 
in the whole park. But it wasn’t enough. Now he had to steal something 
else. ... 


Erec dropped the window shades and stepped back. He could feel himself 
shaking. It did not seem right to touch the black box next to him and calm down 
after seeing this—he did not deserve to feel good. Instead he quickly left both of 
the dark rooms. After he felt his dragon eyes swivel into the back of his eye 


sockets and his regular eyes come out, he opened them in the bright sunlight. He 
was blinded after the darkness, but he was too angry at himself to care. Why 
should he be comfortable, knowing the awful things that he was going to do? 

This was worse than the first vision he had today. Stealing candy from kids? 
And not just taking it but practically beating them up? 

He could think of only one possible reason. By then he had lost his soul. He 
would not get it back. Instead, he would become evil and do horrible things to 
people. 

Bethany was watching him, with a curious expression on her face. He thought 
about telling her what he saw . . . but the words wouldn’t come out of his mouth. 
How could he let her think of him that way? 

No, he would keep this nasty secret to himself. He would try not to think 
about it until he started to see signs that he was deteriorating. Then he would 
have to find a foolproof plan to give himself to Tarvos before he hurt anyone 
else. 


CHAPTER FOUR 
The Erec Rex Fan Club 





“Fares?” Frec called into the blackness of the well. “Sorry to bother you 
again. Can you help me?” 

Nothing but silence issued from the well. Bethany also peered into the black 
water, and Jam looked concerned. 

Erec went on, “I won’t ask you any questions this time. I’m sure you don’t 
want to be bothered again. But we have to get to Al’s Well so I can draw my next 
quest. Could you send us there through the water tunnels?” 

A faint giggle echoed from far away. Maybe they had heard him. Erec gave 
Bethany a half smile. “Ready to jump in? I guess they’re either going to help us 
or they aren’t.” 

Jam fitted a tube into his mouth and attached it to his oxygen tank. The tank 
seemed awfully small. Erec sure hoped it was magical, so there might be more 
inside of it than it seemed. Likely, Jam was prepared with what he needed. 

Erec climbed up the well and jumped into the clear water. It felt strange in a 
familiar way—boiling hot and freezing cold at the same time, yet not exactly 
painful. The sensation was intense, the same as it always felt in the Oracle, or 
near Al’s Well—waters that were touched by the Fates. 


Bethany slid in next, followed by Jam. Both of their eyes flew open in shock 
from the feel of the water. The Instagills in Erec’s wrists opened and he relaxed, 
breathing through them. He felt warmer and more comfortable, floating with 
ease. Bethany looked relaxed as well, but Jam was fidgeting with his mouthpiece 
and shivering. 

They floated for a minute, not going anywhere. Then a rush of warm water 
shoved them to the bottom of the cistern and around a bend into a rock-lined 
channel. Erec tumbled through the water, arms over his head so he didn’t hit 
himself on a wall. The current catapulted them past forks and passage openings, 
around sharp turns and down steep holes. 

Bethany was the only one able to control herself in the water so that she could 
travel headfirst most of the way. Erec could not stop laughing when he saw Jam 
spinning wildly in the water. Jam squeezed his backpack and oxygen tank to his 
chest as he whizzed by. His hair waved around his face like a lion’s mane, and 
his eyes were bugged out in shock. 

Erec recognized a few of the wider turns and passages, but most of the 
tunnels looked alike. It felt good soaring through the water, almost like he was 
flying. Before long they slowed down, and the water began to have that strange 
feel again. A hole in the roof of the tunnel let in a beam of bright sunlight, 
creating a lit circle in the water. When they swam into it, they found that they 
were looking up at the sky through an open toilet lid. 

Jam popped his head into the air and took out his mouthpiece. When he 
realized he was inside a toilet, disgust crept over his face. He bit down on the 
mouthpiece again and sank next to Erec and Bethany. 

A shadow fell on them as a large head leaned over the opening. Looking 
down through the toilet seat was a man in overalls. Tools hung from his belt, and 
a patch saying AL was sewn onto one of the blue straps. His mouth hung open in 
surprise, and then he burst out laughing. Erec and Bethany could hear him 
perfectly through the water, and they could speak as well—some of the perks of 
their Instagills. “Boy, do dose three girls have a sense of humor. Dey were 
complaining that deyr water was clogged with three pieces of . . . Well, never 
mind. I’m glad dey let me know you were coming. It’s about time you came 
back to pick your next quest, kid. Things in Alypium ain’t lookin’ so good, wit 
the Stain boys ’bout to become kings and all. You hear deyr coronation is on 
June twenty-fifth? Dat’s in just three weeks, enough time to prepare for whatever 
massive kind of celebration dey’re planning. Do ya think you can finish the rest 
of your quests before then so’s you can stop them?” 

Erec had not even considered finishing all of his quests in the next few weeks. 
It actually wasn’t a bad idea—that is, if this and the other quests were a little 


safer. Once he had accomplished them all, he would be the true ruler of 
Alypium. The scepter would be his to command, and he would be able to build a 
huge new castle for himself with its magic. The Stain boys would be no match 
for him then. Even Baskania might not be able to hurt him with all the power he 
would wield. 

Then a horrible thought occurred to him. What if he got the scepter and then 
he turned evil? He tried not to think about how horrible that would be. 

“What’s wrong?” Bethany eyed him suspiciously. “You should see the look 
on your face.” 

“Um ... nothing.” Erec wasn’t ready to tell Bethany about his visions of his 
future. “I’m just thinking about those quests. You know how hard they’ ve been.” 

“Al has a point. You might as well try to do them as soon as you can. What’s 
the use in waiting when the Stains are about to take over?” 

“Yeah... we’ll see. Right now I need to get this one done fast so I can get 
Trevor out of that cave.” He looked up at Al. “Is the quest paper floating around 
in here somewhere?” He waved his hand around in the water hoping to find it, 
but nothing appeared. 

Al shook his head. “Nah. You need to sign Janus’s paper pad first. Da ya 
remember how ya got there last time?” 

“Oh, yeah.” Janus was the guardian of the quests, and he was in the Labor 
Society building right next to them. “I'll be right back.” Erec dove deeper and 
found the water tunnel that tracked under the foundation of the building. 
Multiple pipes tracked straight upward from the tunnel. Most of them were too 
small for him to enter, but a few were wide enough. He swam up into one that he 
was sure he had been in before. Around the corner was a row of openings with 
light shining through. He cringed as he swam past those, remembering that they 
were openings from toilets in a bathroom. 

The pipe narrowed, but Erec was able to fit all the way to the end. A small 
hole opened up above him through a sink drain. Yes, this is definitely where he 
had found Janus before. 

Last time he was here, Janus had sobbed through the drain. The poor guy had 
been so lonely, with nothing to do but wait with his paper pad for the few 
moments of company he would have when Erec signed for his next quest. So 
Erec was confused when he heard what sounded like dance music playing in the 
room. 

“Woo-hoo! Shake it, baby!” The voice was definitely Janus’s, but Erec had 
never heard the little man actually sound like he was having fun. Laughter and 
voices tinkled through the room. 

Erec had no idea how Janus would hear him with a party going on in the 


room. He shouted through the drain, “Janus! Janus! Help me—it’s Erec Rex. In 
the sink!” 

His words were lost in the loud music. He had to think of another way... . 
Desperate, Erec wiggled the drain with his fingers. After poking it awhile, he 
gave it a punch and it popped out into the sink. His hand just fit through the 
drain, so he stuck it through, wiggling his fingers. 

In a minute he heard a scream. “Eew! Look at this! A hand is coming out of 
the sink. Janus!” 

“Tt’s okay there, sweetie. Just let old Janus here take a look and—ugh! You’re 
not kidding. What is this thing?” 

Someone grabbed Erec’s fingers and tugged as if his whole body would come 
through the little sink drain after it. He figured that it must be Janus, so he 
yanked his hand back out, put his face up to the hole and shouted. “It’s me— 
Erec Rex! I need to sign the paper pad with you so I can get my next quest!” 

“Oh, my! Is it really . . . ?” Then Janus’s tone changed from amazed to 
commanding. “Stop! Turn down the music, Lenora. We have an important guest 
here with us today! The most important one—the hero I have been telling you all 
about. It’s Erec Rex!” 

The music stopped, and a hush settled over the room. “It’s him!” “Erec Rex is 
here!” “Now we get to see him for ourselves!” 

“You have quite a following here, Erec,” Janus said. “Seems these good folks 
have come at the right time. Now they can witness the magic of you signing your 
name. Pll] go get the pad.” 

Janus stuffed a pen through the drain into Erec’s hand. “So, old friend, how 
have you been doing?” Erec had the odd feeling that Janus was bragging— 
playing up how close the two of them were . . . but that didn’t make sense. Why 
would these people care about him? And who were they, anyway? 

“Pm okay,” Erec answered. Then he thought about his fate to become a 
Golem. “If you call having only a few months left to live being okay.” 

There was a gasp in the room. Someone shrieked, “Erec Rex is going to die!” 

Chaos ensued, with screeches and yammering. Someone was crying, 
accompanied by an odd sound like castanets clicking. 

“Quiet!” Janus peered through the hole. “Erec, what is going on? Tell us 
what’s wrong. A lot of people here care about you. Can we do anything to help?” 

Erec found himself speechless. It was still unthinkable to him that he could 
have fans in Alypium, let alone people that liked him at all. The last time he had 
been here, everyone despised him. They all had believed Baskania that Erec was 
a Villain, trying to take over as their king even though the Stain triplets were the 
rightful rulers. People had booed him in the streets, called him names. . . . 


Could people really be on his side? If that was true, the last thing he wanted 
to do was to tell them all that he would soon turn evil. “No, really, I’m okay. I 
just mean .. . things have been pretty dangerous. That’s all. I get worried about 
doing the quests.” 

Janus sounded victorious. “You hear that? Erec Rex is as human as you and I. 
Which only makes him that much more remarkable. He does dangerous quests, 
risking his life, even though he is terrified of what might happen next. And he 
does this for you and me, so that we may live safely, protected from Baskania.” 

Was Erec hearing right? He grinned from ear to ear. This was the first time he 
had had a pat on the back for doing the quests. Janus was right—Erec had been 
risking his life for their sakes. He was starting to feel pretty good about himself. 
That is, until he remembered he would soon be stealing kids’ lollipops. . . . 

“Thanks, Janus. Do you have the pad for me to sign?” 

“Here it is.” Erec saw the paper through the hole and pressed the pen against 
it, marking it with his name. In a moment the paper split where his pen had 
touched it, opening deep into the pad. Bright light streamed through the cracks. 

“There it is.” Janus waved the page in the air. “It is definitely his signature.” 

Wild applause filled the room, and Erec could feel his face grow hot. He 
wished that Bethany had come with him so she could hear this as well. “Janus? 
Why are all of these people with you? Who are they?” 

Janus’s voice filled with pride. “It’s your fan club, Erec. And it’s growing. 
You can thank your friend Jack for all of this. When he sent a mouse in here with 
a message for me once, it gave me an idea. I’m not allowed to leave this place, 
but there is no reason I can’t have visitors. I trained a few mice carefully, feeding 
them by hand. Then I strapped notes on their backs and let them go outside, 
hoping they would approach people for food. Well, a few of them did, and my 
notes got out. Next thing you know, life has been wonderful!” 

“What did the notes say?” 

Janus cleared his throat, embarrassed. “Well, they said I was having a party 
here, of course.” 

“A party?” 

“Um, yes. I figured that if I was going to invite people to visit, I might as well 
give them a good reason to come. So I always have a party going now. We have 
a great following. Some people bring music, others bring food, and I bring...” 

Erec waited to hear what Janus had to offer. A few voices shouted, “Tell him! 
Tell Erec what you bring to the party!” 

Now Janus sounded quite embarrassed. “Oh, dear. I bring . . . well, I bring 
excitement, I suppose. Adventure. Something out of the ordinary.” 

How could Janus, the person with the most boring job on the planet, someone 


who had to sit and wait all the time, bring excitement to anybody? 

Another voice shouted, “He brings you, Erec Rex. Illegal, unapproved, risky, 
dangerous you. That’s what’s exciting. It wasn’t just a party he invited us to, it 
was an Erec Rex party! On top of all our fun, we knew that at any time you 
might show up and do that magic with the paper. That was really cool!” 

Someone else chimed in, “We all thought you were some kind of criminal 
mastermind before Janus told us the truth about you. That’s the word around 
Alypium—you are pure evil. Which is actually why most of us came here to 
begin with. None of us had seen you in person, so the chance that we’d get to 
glimpse the underworld villain we’d all heard about was kind of thrilling.” 

“But you’re not like that at all!” a girl’s voice shouted. “Janus was so cool, 
telling us the real story about you.” 

Erec flushed with excitement. People had heard the truth—and they believed 
it. Maybe he did have a hope of ruling them someday as a good king... . 

But no. He didn’t have a soul. 

“Come in here, Erec! We want to see you in person!” A chorus of cheers 
arose, along with shouts of agreement. 

When it quieted down, Erec said, “I can’t fit through the drain. This is the 
only way I can get here now.” 

Dissatisfied murmurs filled the room. Janus sounded uncomfortable. “Well, 
Erec, maybe you could stay there awhile and let people take turns looking at 
your eye through the hole?” 

“Yes!” People sounded happy with that suggestion, so Erec agreed. When he 
put his eye against the drain hole, he finally got a good look at Janus. In the past, 
the man had been covered in dust, dressed like a shabby survivor of a desert 
island. But now he wore sunglasses, a suit, and a bow tie. His long white hair 
had been cut and pulled into a neat ponytail, and he looked more like a movie 
star than a prisoner in a dungeon. The partygoers took turns staring at Erec’s eye, 
waving at him and peering inquisitively. Finally, Erec pushed his fingers through 
the drain hole and waved good-bye. 


“Where were you? We were worried!” Bethany’s arms were crossed. “I was 
going to come find you, but Jam talked me into waiting. Are you okay?” 

“T’m fine. Sorry, Janus had a party going on in there—and the people were all 
part of a fan club for me. I couldn’t believe it.” 

Bethany looked like she couldn’t believe it either. But before she said 
anything, Erec felt something warm in his grip. “It’s the quest!” 

His hand was shaking now that he was about to find out his mission. How 


dangerous would this quest be? And how long would it take? He needed to find 
the three Furies right away so that he could save Trevor. 

Slowly, he brought the paper to his face. He read it out loud, his voice 
dropping off by the end of the unbelievable words that came out of his mouth: 

“Trade your life for the next five people to be killed by Baskania at noon 
tomorrow in the Diamond Minds of Argos.’” 

Trade his life? Die? Erec felt faint. He pulled the paper quest close to his 
chest in case Bethany and Jam had not caught what he had said. But it was too 
late. Jam choked, his face purple. He shot upward, coughing and sputtering in 
the air under the large white commode of Al’s Well. Bethany looked stunned. 
She gasped and grabbed her neck as if she did not have Instagills implanted in 
her skin, and then she closed her eyes and fainted in the dark waters. 


CHAPTER FIVE 
Robbing People Blind 





Erec LOOKED FIRST up and then down, not sure who needed more help. Jam 


grasped the toilet’s edge, coughing hard, but he seemed to be okay. So Erec 
swam down and scooped Bethany into his arms. Her face looked so soft and 
vulnerable. He could not believe that she had passed out because she had heard 
his seventh quest—even though it was beyond horrible. He had to give up his 
life? 

He pushed Bethany past Jam and out of the water. Jam helped him lift her 
through the sparkling porcelain opening above them until she tumbled forward 
onto the grass. Erec climbed out after her, feeling his Instagills close and air rush 
into his lungs again. Bethany was breathing, but her eyes stayed shut. She looked 
so peaceful that Erec was tempted to just let her lie there. 

Jam felt Bethany’s forehead. “Oh, dear. She’s had a shock, I think.” His black 
dinner jacket was drenched, but when he checked through the insides of its many 
pockets, Erec noticed that they were amazingly dry. “Let’s try this.” 

He pulled out a small vial and took its top off, waving it under Bethany’s 
nose. Her eyes instantly flew open and she bolted upright to a sitting position, 
crashing into Erec. 

“Ow.” They both rubbed their heads, laughing for a second until Bethany’s 


smile faded. “What was this last quest? You have to go somewhere and give 
your life up—to save some strangers?” Her forehead wrinkled and she crossed 
her arms. “You just won’t do it, then. This has gone too far. Your last quest 
ended up with you dying. The only reason you’re here today is that you got 
lucky. I doubt that you’d be brought back to life again! Anything could go 
wrong.” She stared at Erec, and when he didn’t answer, she added, “This would 
probably be the end for you.” 

“Tt will be the end for me.” Erec knew that he should tell Bethany the rest of 
the bad news, that he would be turning evil and doing awful things, but he felt 
sick saying the words. If the Fates wanted him to go this way, at least maybe 
Trevor would be saved, somehow. It might be what had to happen. “I guess this 
will be my last quest. I won’t be coming back again.” He closed his eyes. It was 
too much to absorb. How could his life be over already? But at the same time, he 
was a goner anyway, unless he could get his soul back. And that obviously 
wasn’t going to happen. 

Bethany’s face turned red. “What do you mean, you won’t be coming back? 
You’re not actually considering this, are you?” 

Erec tried to stay calm. “What choice do I have? Listening to the Fates was 
the only thing that saved you from Baskania. How can I not save Trevor?” He 
looked around. “The only reason that all of us are alive today is because I did 
what the Fates said. Otherwise the three Furies would have killed everyone. How 
can I not do this?” 

“But you don’t have to, Erec! Just stop all of this craziness and go home. 
We’ll go find Trevor ourselves, with Rosco’s help. Then we can figure out how 
to get him away from that bull creature. I’m sure there is a way. And it will be 
easier than that quest.” 

Erec turned away. It was too hard to look at her face as he said, “The Fates 
said the only way to save Trevor is this. My days are numbered anyway, okay? 
The Furies took my soul, and they still have it. Any day now I’m going to turn 
evil. I mean really evil, Bethany. I’ve seen the stuff that I’m going to do—and 
it’s not pretty. I’m going to turn into a whole different person. That’s why Tarvos 
called me to him. He was going to turn me into a Golem so I’m not a danger to 
everyone.” Even speaking the words made him sick. How could he actually walk 
into his death? But at the same time, what else was there to do? Not save Trevor 
and instead become an evil maniac? 

Bethany stared at him, mouth open. Finally, she said, “But you can get your 
soul back from the Furies, remember?” She thought a moment and then gasped. 
“Wait a minute. .. . You need to do this quest before you can talk to the Furies? 
This is horrible! You have to die before you can even talk to them about getting 
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your soul back? There has to be another way. .. .’ 

“Bethany, I saw into the future with my dragon eyes, and no other way will 
work.” 

She squinted at him, eyes red, and covered her ears with her hands. “I don’t 
want to hear this.” 

“T’m sorry.” Erec gave her a hug and gently pulled a hand off her ear. “If I do 
this quest—even if I die—I might still be able to talk to the Furies after. If I die, 
maybe they’ll give me my life back. That’s what I have to keep thinking about.” 

He didn’t feel too confident. But there really were no other options. Thinking 
about Trevor helped him focus. At least now he wasn’t keeping all of his worries 
inside. Plus, he would be saving five people that were about to be killed by 
Baskania, wouldn’t he? If he had to go, better that way than become a Golem... 

Jam looked sick. “Young sir, Modom Bethany might be correct. Let’s think 
first of another way to save Trevor. I’m sure your father would agree.” 

“There is no other way. Didn’t you hear the Fates?” Erec shook his head. 
“Both of you have to promise never to say a word about this to my parents. They 
would try to do something stupid to stop me.” He looked from Jam to Bethany. 
“T need all the help I can get to have the guts to go through with this. Do you 
think it’s easy? It’s going to be nearly impossible, but it’s the only logical 
choice.” 

Bethany’s voice sounded strangled. “Please, Erec. Just give it a chance. We’ll 
try to save Trevor ourselves. We’ve done a lot harder things than that before! 
And I promise you—if I see you changing, turning into something . . . bad, PI 
tell you right away, okay? I won’t let you go on like that.” 

Jam nodded solemnly. “Young sir, I, too, will watch you like a hawk. And I 
will be prepared to restrain you if you start doing things that you shouldn’t. Plus, 
I shall wait until that time to say anything to your parents, just in case you never 
turn evil at all. There is no need to worry them yet. But Bethany is correct. Do 
not even think about giving your life in this quest tomorrow. I must beg you to 
reconsider. Please, young sir.” 

Erec took a breath. They would never understand, he was sure. They had not 
been with him when Tarvos told him what his fate was. They had not seen the 
visions of Erec destroying families and hurting children. They did not 
understand that the Fates knew the only way he could save his brother. Erec’s 
future was hopeless, no matter what he did at this point. Finally, he pretended to 
agree, so they didn’t get in his way. He had to free Trevor. And he would save 
five innocent victims of Baskania as well. 

Or at least he hoped he would have the guts to do it. Thinking about what 
might happen to him made him physically sick. But he was literally doomed 


either way, with no soul. And what about all of those other poor souls kept 
hostage with the Furies? That wasn’t fair either. Erec tried to push them out of 
his mind. 

He would go to the Diamond Mines of Argos—no, it was the Diamond 
Minds, whatever they were. Tomorrow, before noon, he would sneak away and 
do whatever he had to do. 

“What is that look on your face?” Bethany stared at him suspiciously. 
“Something is up with you. I can tell.” 

Erec shook his head, the picture of innocence. “No, I’m just thinking about 
what to do.” He forced a smile on his face. “Let’s go home.” 


The paper with the quest on it was missing from his night table when Erec 
awoke the next morning. He guessed that either Jam or Bethany had taken it, 
hoping that he would not be able to do the quest without remembering its details. 
But its words were etched into Erec’s mind: Trade your life for the next five 
people to be killed by Baskania at noon tomorrow in the Diamond Minds of 
Argos. The next five people to be killed? What was Baskania up to now? How 
many people was he killing? The idea made him sick. 

Jam stuck his head into Erec’s room and nodded with a smile. “Ah, you’re 
awake. Splendid. Let me know if you need anything, young sir. And I’m so 
sorry. I hope you don’t mind the . . . inconvenience.” 

“What inconvenience?” Erec didn’t see anything unusual, but when he tried 
to sit up he was yanked back onto his bed. He realized thin cords were stretched 
around his wrists and ankles. The bands were tight but not uncomfortable. 
Strangely, there were no ties anywhere, so he could not take them off. “Jam! Get 
me out of this thing.” 

“So sorry, young sir.” He cleared his throat, embarrassed. “I didn’t put those 
on. And I’m not able to undo its spell. I’m afraid that Bethany had a... um, talk 
with your mother this morning.” He raised a hand and smiled sympathetically. 
“Don’t be angry, young sir. They both care about you a great deal, and they just 
wanted to make sure that you would be okay today. Ring that bell by your bed if 
you need anything. And I am sure that someone will take those off this 
afternoon, of course. Oh, and you received this snail mail this morning.” 

Jam handed him a letter, then backed out of the room, apologizing. Erec tried 
to sit up and was again thrown back onto his mattress. The more he struggled 
against the cords, the angrier he got. Who were Bethany and his mother to make 
this decision for him? They were ruining everything. Now he would end up 
turning evil and losing his life anyway .. . all for nothing. The people dying 


today would not be saved. Trevor would never be rescued. He would never talk 
to the Furies and try to get his soul back. 

Angrily, he tore open the letter Jam gave to him, able to raise his wrists high 
enough to read. 


Erec, 


I hope this finds you well. It has been a while since I’ve heard from you, 
so I thought I should give you some updates about what has been going 
on. Don’t worry about this snail being intercepted. I found a spell to charm 
the paper so it can be read only by you and me. 


Baskania is putting together a team of his top people to find Bethany’s 
younger brother—the boy that is supposed to know the secret of the Final 
Magic he wants so badly. He’s going to find that kid before long. His 
servants are looking under every stone in the Kingdoms of the Keepers. 
And when he does find the kid, it’s going to be nasty. Remember how 
Bethany was chained to that desk while he rooted through her mind, and 
then he planned to take her brain out? That’s what her little brother will go 
through too. I’m going to keep tabs, and Pll let you know as soon as they 
find him, whoever he is. 


The Stain triplets are going to take over as kings of Alypium, Ashona, and 
Aorth soon. There’s nothing we can do about that, except hope that they 
don’t make too much of a mess of things. I wanted to tell you—you’ve got 
to finish your quests fast. Things are going to get ugly around here until 
you force them out as the new king with your scepter. 


I’m still trying to find out exactly where Tarvos is located. As soon as I 
know, we’ll round up a big group to get Trevor. Do that next quest—I’m 
sure the Fates know what they’re talking about. Let me know if you need 
anything, ever. 


Your friend always, 


Rosco 


Erec crumpled the letter in his fist. He wanted to do his next quest right now 
—but here he was chained to his bed. Resting was the last thing he wanted to do. 


His whole life was being ruined, and everybody else’s, too, because he was stuck 
here. Locked up by his mother, sabotaged by his best friend. 

He banged the wall behind the bed and shouted for Bethany, and then his 
mother. Neither came—they probably didn’t want to argue with him when they 
had no intention of changing their minds. This was ridiculous. All they had to do 
was keep him a prisoner here until after noon and he would never get to do his 
quest. 

He eventually stopped trying to call them, and examined the cords holding 
him down. They definitely had some sort of magic in them. He couldn’t stretch 
or break them, even though they were small and soft. So he flopped back onto 
his bed and tried to resign himself to his new fate. A short life ended by turning 
evil and then into a Golem. 

Erec must have shut his eyes for a moment, because he almost jumped a mile 
when he heard laughter right next to him. He turned to see who was there, but 
couldn’t find anybody. Anger filled him again. Was it Bethany, stupidly trying to 
cheer him up? 

Then laughs erupted from the other side of the room, startling him again. 
Nobody was there. Soon chuckles echoed off and on from different corners of 
the room. Nervous, Erec called his mother and Bethany again. 

They did not come. But out of nowhere, a small, dark man appeared, standing 
in front of Erec right on his bed. He laughed a sillier version of the more 
ominous laughter that had been filling his room before. “Are you ready to go? 
Because you look ready to me. What’s holding you up, boy? Afraid of the dark?” 

It was the Hermit, the strange little guy assigned by King Piter to watch over 
Erec during his quests. He had a mysterious way of appearing right when Erec 
was ready to start or end his next quest. Erec had never been happier to see him 
than right now. 

Today the Hermit was wearing a puffy pink and blue polka-dotted nightgown 
that was far too big on him. It was bunched up around his ankles, and the sleeves 
hung past his hands. On his head was something that looked like a bright orange 
diaper. He crossed his arms and tapped his feet impatiently. “Is your life tying 
you down, Erec Rex? Find you can’t go all the places you want to go>?” He 
giggled. 

Erec held his hands up. “Can you get these things off me? I need to make it to 
the Diamond Minds of Argos—wherever that is—by noon.” 

The Hermit pursed his lips, hopping off the bed. “Hmm. So I take it that you 
want to do this quest after all, even though you have gone to all this trouble to 
keep yourself here?” 

“T do want to go! My mom did this to me. Can you get these off?” 


The Hermit reached under the orange diaper and scratched his bald head. “I 
don’t know. Let me see.” He whistled a moment, inspecting the cords and 
tapping them. “Silly boy. All you have to do is blow on these things. Give it a 
try.” 

Erec blew on one of the cords just as the Hermit snapped it off. “Wow! I 
didn’t know I could do that.” He blew on the other three in turn, even though he 
was sure that the Hermit was doing his own magic on the cords before he even 
blew. 

Soon he climbed out of the bed, exhilarated that he was free. But a moment 
later he remembered what he had to do next. He was about to go give his life up. 
How could he do it? Was he really ready? 

“Hermit, am I making the right choice?” 

The Hermit eyed him skeptically. “Do you really think that there is a right 
choice, Erec Rex? There is no right answer, only what is right for you. You 
already have your answer. There are no other answers, only questions. Now it is 
up to you to pick the right questions.” 

That didn’t help at all. “Am I going to survive this quest? What should I do?” 

Erec’s questions made the Hermit burst out laughing. He did a silly dance in a 
circle, singing, “What should I do? What should I do?” until Erec got angry. 

“Cut it out! I might die if I try to finish this quest.” 

“Not true!” the Hermit exclaimed. “You will die. And you’re not even 
enjoying it!” The Hermit seemed to take great pleasure in Erec’s situation. 

In his overwhelmed state, Erec went from being angry at the Hermit to 
confused to almost laughing with him. Finally he shouted, “Just tell me what to 
do!” 

The Hermit said, dead serious. “Stay here. Skip the quest.” 

“But... but...” That was not at all what he expected the Hermit to say. “I 
can’t. What would happen to Trevor . . . and to those people who would die? 
And my chances of ever getting my soul back?” 

The Hermit winked at him with a grin. “I told you, you already had your 
answer. Now you’re just asking the right questions.” He held a finger to his lips, 
shushing Erec, and led him to the closet. “I brought you a present.” When he 
opened the closet door, Erec saw a new Port-O-Door had been set into the wall. 
“Ta-da! Are you ready to visit the Diamond Minds of Argos?” 

Erec nodded. He had to do this now before fear completely overcame him. He 
would just go and see what lay waiting for him there, not what would happen 
around the corner. Maybe there would be a way to save himself. There had to be. 

When the Hermit opened the Port-O-Door, Erec walked into its vestibule. He 
waited while the Hermit pulled up a map of Otherness and found a place called 


Argos, far on the edges of a desert with no civilization nearby. 

In a moment, Erec and the Hermit were walking out the door into a place like 
none that Erec had ever seen. Giant holes riddled the ground, and between them 
huge towering columns of rock shot up to the sky. Small stone paths wound like 
mazes between the holes and the columns. Erec saw no houses, no animals, no 
people. Only hard rock as far as the eye could see. He followed the Hermit along 
a winding path, careful not to take a wrong step and plummet down one of the 
round holes in the ground. When he leaned over and looked down into one of 
them, he could see something glowing red near the bottom. 

“Be careful not to slip into one of the pits. Would not be pleasant for you at 
the bottom.” 

“What is down there?” Erec asked, focusing on his footsteps. The path they 
walked on varied from a few feet wide to just a few inches across. 

“Those are the famous Diamond Minds. Not very fun to visit.” The Hermit 
shook his head. 

“Are those like diamond mines? Where diamonds come from?” 

“No, silly boy. These are not diamond mines. The Diamond Minds of Argos 
are the creatures that live at the bottoms of the pits. They are ancient and 
powerful. Those funny little Diamond Minds know everything that has ever 
happened, and they can tell you what will come to be, if you’re foolish enough 
to want to know. Once they lived together in a great community, and were one of 
the rare groups allowed to speak with the Fates.” 

Erec glanced again into one of the pits. Whatever glowed red down there 
might know what the future had in store for his family. Wouldn’t it be nice if he 
could just ask... ? 

The Hermit giggled, seeming to know what Erec was thinking. “It is normal 
to want to know. Which was part of the problem. The Diamond Minds became 
too important for their little britches. People would come from all over to see 
them. And the Diamond Minds would tell people their futures, yes they would. 
But that is doing nobody a favor, right, Erec? Are you enjoying your visions of 
your future?” 

Erec tried not to think of what the Hermit conjured up, and shook his head. 

“No,” the Hermit continued. “The Diamond Minds wanted to prove how 
smart they were. So they would tell the travelers their futures, and that was too 
bad. There was death in all stories—family members, people themselves. 
Disease. Heartbreak. Despair. And the Diamond Minds did not leave out one 
detail.” 

The Hermit paused to do a cartwheel, which seemed to Erec a little risky with 
the deep holes all around. He giggled a moment. “But the people kept coming. 


You know how silly people are—you’re one of those crazy creatures! They kept 
wanting to hear what awful things lay waiting for them. And the Diamond Minds 
got full of themselves, and started asking people to pay a price. Whatever was 
most precious to them as a token for telling their futures. The Diamond Minds 
competed to see who would get the best prizes, as if they deserved them, as if 
they showed who was ‘best.’ 

“And of course, what would happen next? The Minds started to hate one 
another. Before long there was a terrible war, but not one with only two sides. 
There were exactly twelve hundred and seventy-two factions in this war.” The 
Hermit waved a finger in the air. “Each Diamond Mind was fighting against all 
of the others. Hate grew along with despair, death, and destruction. Outsiders 
would still visit, and the Diamond Minds became ruthless at extracting their 
most precious gifts, and often that was their lives.” 

The Hermit shrugged. “Finally, the Fates locked each of the Diamond Minds 
into its own little pit, to stop the whole crazy mess. Their small bodies wore 
away, leaving those glowing minds to live on for eternity. A funny joke, I think.” 
He giggled. 

Erec wasn’t sure why the Hermit thought that was funny. “What are the 
columns here for?” 

“Oh, they are posts that the little Diamond Minds once used to talk to the 
Fates. They threw away all the good cheese for one smelly bit.” 

Farther on, they reached a small hut in the midst of the holes and columns. It 
looked oddly new among the ruins. “What is this place?” Erec looked around, 
but the Hermit was no longer within sight. 

He peeked through a window and saw a Port-O-Door appear in a wall of the 
hut’s one room. A man wearing a suit stumbled out, and the Port-O-Door 
disappeared. The man stared into space, wandering aimlessly. Then he stopped, 
frozen, in the center of the room. 

Next to him stood a woman in a dress, her dark hair up in a bun. She turned 
toward the man but stared past him in another direction, a blank look on her 
face. A small painting rested in her arms. 

Two more Port-O-Doors appeared in rapid succession. First a young man 
with dark skin tripped into the room, barely righting himself before he fell. He 
carried a large white box. A gray-haired man then followed, hands in front of his 
face as if he was feeling his way in the dark. He bumped into the first man, and 
they both jumped in surprise. 

Something was wrong. The people clearly could not see anything. Were they 
blind? Erec had no doubt that these were four of the five people that were 
supposed to be killed by Baskania. Then he heard a familiar voice. He darted 


away from the window before anybody could see him. Barely peeking again 
from the other side, he was surprised to find someone inside that he knew from 
the contests in Alypium: Balor Stain’s friend Ward Gamin. 

Why was Ward here? Shouldn’t he be hanging out in Alypium learning magic 
with the other kids? He looked pale and shaky. A patch covered one of his eyes, 
and he was wearing a dark suit jacket that hung off of him, several sizes too 
large. “I’m glad that you could come here today,” he announced to the room, no 
emotion in his voice. He cleared his throat uncomfortably. Erec realized he was 
reading off a piece of paper. “You have come to see . . . I mean, experience one 
of the last remaining great miracles of the modern . . . um, age. The modern age. 
You are going to each meet one of the famous Diamond Minds of the past. They 
have been made safe for your convenience. The wonders of what you are about 
to behold will stay with you for the rest of your lives. Be honored that you were 
chosen by our great leaders to be some of the first to learn the secrets of your 
futures. Nothing will be held back from you when you meet the amazing 
Diamond Minds.” 

The four people in the room leaned toward his voice, looking excited, even 
though they stared in random directions. 

“T would like to thank you again on behalf of the Shadow Prince for the 
generous donations that you have made to come here. You are donating your 
most valued treasures to his cause. And all of your eyes will be well taken care 
of. As you were told, eyes must be removed temporarily in order to visit the 
Diamond Minds. Seeing them would be disastrous. But they will be returned to 
you safely after today. I will now take your additional gifts, which I understand 
are your most valued treasures.” 

Erec was so amazed at what he heard that he stepped into full view through 
the window. There was no danger of the four blind people seeing him, and Ward 
Gamin was facing the other way. Ward was taking gifts from them and the 
Shadow Prince had removed their eyes—so they would be “allowed” to meet the 
Diamond Minds? So they didn’t know that would kill them? 

The woman held out her small framed picture. “This has been passed down 
through our family for centuries. Rembrandt was a famous artist on my 
grandfather’s side. This is the only one left to us... .” She paused, choked up. 
“But giving this to the cause is a small token for this opportunity. Thank you.” 

Ward removed the painting from her hands. The gray-haired man pulled a 
small box from his pocket. “This ten-carat diamond engagement ring was my 
mother’s.” His hand clenched the box rhythmically, not wanting to give it up. “I 
gave it to my wife. We don’t have much else now, but I’m happy to trade it for 
this. The Shadow Prince said that we will all be rich from the information we’ll 


get today, right? Maybe I can afford another one someday for my wife. Not one 
quite this big, but. . .” Ward struggled to take the box from him. 

The first man that had come in held out a small keychain. “Here is the key to 
our chalet in the south of France. It’s a beautiful place, right near the Alps. My 
parents saved their whole lives to buy it. I’ll miss it.” He shrugged. “But bigger 
and better things to come, right?” 

The dark-skinned man held out his white box. “I just can’t wait to get my 
eyes back again. I hate not seeing things.” He sighed. “This is the most valuable 
thing I own. It’s a magical wallet that keeps refilling itself with money. It never 
runs out. My wife about killed me when I said I was going to trade it in. She told 
me it was the end of our marriage.” He bit his lip. “Maybe she’ll change her 
mind when I come home richer in even more ways. I almost didn’t come today, 
but Balor Stain himself paid me a visit to tell me how important this was. He 
said he would consider me for an adviser position when he becomes king.” The 
man smiled with anticipation. 

Erec could not believe what he was hearing. Balor and Baskania had conned 
these people into giving up their most valued possessions, as well as their eyes, 
in order to die? Wasn’t it enough to kill people without robbing them blind— 
literally—tirst? How could Ward Gamin do this to these people? Erec wondered 
what they had done that made Baskania want them gone. 

But where was the fifth person who he was supposed to save? Maybe 
whoever it was would arrive soon. Ward led the group outside, guiding them 
with his hands. When they were all standing on a wide ledge near the door, Ward 
told them to stop. He put his hands on the woman’s shoulders and led her to the 
edge of one of the deep pits in the stone. 


CHAPTER SIX 
The Diamond Mind 





Erec PANICKED. It was happening so fast. His quest was to save these people— 


or to trade his life for theirs, whatever that meant. What was he supposed to do? 
He took off running, hoping a cloudy thought would tell him what to do. None 
came to him. 

Ward saw Erec and hesitated. Erec shouted as he ran, “No! Don’t let him push 
you in there! You’re going to die!” 

The woman jumped back and spread her arms out, pushing hard against 
Ward. The other three people clutched one another, nervous. 

Ward looked up in amazement. “Erec Rex? What are you doing here?” 

“Saving these poor people from you, that’s what.” Erec grabbed the woman’s 
arm and yanked her away from the pit. “How could you do this, Ward? How 
could you live with yourself?” 

Ward’s jaw dropped. “What are you talking about? You’re nuts. Are you here 
to steal the gifts that these people brought? Because you can’t have them.” 

“T just want to stop you from killing them, that’s all.” 

Ward sneered. “Listen to this guy. He can’t stop spouting lies. I keep hearing 
what a slimeball he’s become, and now I get to see it for myself. Jerk.” 

“Ward, you’re the one who’s lying. How can you do this? These people are 


about to die, and you’re okay with that?” 

Ward crossed his arms. “I don’t know what you think you’re going to get 
from this game you’re playing, but you’re not pulling anything over on us. We 
all know that everyone is safe here. These people are lucky, and they’ve given a 
lot to get to this point. And if you think you’re going to steal their stuff, don’t for 
a second. I won’t let you—and the Shadow Prince won’t either. So get out of 
here. Beat it.” When Erec didn’t move, he added, “I hear the Green House is 
waiting for you to bring them your scepter. I wouldn’t want to hold you up.” 
Ward grabbed the woman’s shoulders again, leading her back to the pit. She 
looked nervous but determined, not resisting him at all. 

Was it possible that Ward really did not know what was going to happen to 
these people? Erec tried another tack, unsure what to say. “Wait a minute. Ward, 
just tell me, have you done this before?” 

Ward looked happy to stop so that he could answer. Maybe Erec was actually 
giving him a few doubts about his job. “No, I haven’t. This is a special privilege 
for me to be in service of the Shadow Prince like this. Don’t be too jealous, Erec. 
I don’t think you’re going to get a turn to serve him—ever. Now get out of here.” 

“Ward, listen to me. You were told wrong. It was my quest to come here and 
save these people. If you really don’t want to hurt anybody, just let them go right 
now.” 

The older man waved a fist in Erec’s direction. “Get out of here, punk. Stop 
interfering. And stay away from my diamond ring.” 

“Don’t you touch that keychain,” the first man said. 

Erec was going to have to save these people against their wills. “Look, please. 
Just trust me here. I don’t want your gifts. I want you to take them all back home 
again with you. You are not safe here. How about this for a deal? Go home, 
spend time with your families, talk to them, and do some reading about the 
Diamond Minds. You’ll see that they are really dangerous. They’ll always be 
here if you really want to come back.” 

The four people seemed to care less about what he said. The woman 
announced, “Obviously I’m not listening to some kid over the Shadow Prince. 
I’m ready. Let’s go.” 

But Ward could not stop staring at Erec. “You’re just jealous. I mean, come 
on. I remember during those contests when I first met you, last summer in 
Alypium, you said something to me like this. You were trying to rattle me, make 
me stop trusting my friends.” 

Erec remembered exactly what Ward was talking about. “I told you that 
someone was planning to get rid of you before the final contest to make sure that 
you weren’t in the way. You know, so Balor and Damon Stain and Rock Rayson 


would be the winners. And I was right.” 

Ward turned red. “You did not say that. I don’t remember it, anyway.” He 
looked confused. “You just twist what people are thinking for your own benefit. 
Nobody believes you. Give it up.” He looked up at the sky. “Did you guys hear 
that? I think the Harpies are coming. They are supposed to watch us and make 
sure I get you all into the pits okay.” 

In moments, five Harpies appeared overhead, swooping down toward Ward 
and his guests. Thick taloned claws sprouted from their large black vulture 
bodies. Their black hair was pulled tight into buns, and thick black eyebrows 
arched over their beaked noses and black lips. One of them screeched, “Ward 
Gamin! You have still not followed your orders. Do you need help?” 

Ward froze. “N-no, ma’am. I was just going to, um...” He turned to glare at 
Erec. “We’re fine. Watch.” He led the woman to the edge of the pit and started to 
push. Erec watched in shock, too far to run and save her before she fell. Ward’s 
hands gripped the woman’s shoulders tightly, but he waved her back and forth at 
the side of the hole as if unsure what he wanted to do. Right as he gave her a 
shove forward, his jacket seemed to stretch behind him and he stepped back 
again. 

“What’s wrong with you?” the woman said. “Let’s do this!” 

Ward’s face was red and he bit his lip. “Wait a minute.” 

“What’s going on here?” she said. “You’re not listening to that thieving kid, 
are you?” 

“No.” Ward looked up at the Harpies, who were flapping closer. “It’s just...” 

Erec stepped forward. “Don’t do it, Ward.” 

Ward looked at Erec with pure hatred. “Shut up! I don’t care what you say, 
don’t you get it? There’s something else that’s bothering me here. Not what 
you’re spouting off about. All you’re doing is making me want to throw her into 
this hole more. If you say another word I’m going to do it too.” He stared at his 
feet, squeezing the woman’s shoulders. “It’s just something that Balor said. . . .” 
Ward was speaking to himself now. “What was it? What’s wrong with me?” 

Then his eyes flashed. “I know! It’s just that Tutti Vespucci is here. And Balor 
was going on and on a few weeks ago about how Tutti was busted for selling 
people’s eyes back to them from the Shadow Prince’s Leyebrary. The Shadow 
Prince was going to get revenge . . . but now Tutti is here getting this reward. 
That’s just . . . making me wonder.” 

The older man’s jaw dropped. He gripped his arms together tightly. “What did 
you say, boy? I was busted for . . .” He grew pale. “You know, I changed my 
mind. I’d better be going home now.” Tutti turned around, hands ahead of him, 
and stumbled back toward the door of the hut. 


The woman in front of Ward froze, eyes wide. “I... think I better go back 
too. I’m not sure I actually want to do this after all.” 

“What else did Balor say?” the dark-skinned man called out, voice shaky. 
“Did he talk about me at all?” 

“No, it was something else. . . .” Ward’s brow knit in concentration. “He was 
laughing the other day when we talked about this, and he said something like, ‘In 
a few days you’ll know everything.’ When I asked him about it he kept joking 
that I was going to know my whole future. It didn’t make sense. And then when 
I left today, he said, ‘Nice knowing ya.’ It kind of creeped me out, but I thought 
he was just trying to make me nervous, the way he always jokes around.” 

Ward stared into space. Then he shook his head, aware of the people around 
him. “I’m sure it’s nothing. It has to be nothing.” At the same time, he made no 
move to push the woman toward the hole. 

The five Harpies began squawking and closed in. Each of them grabbed one 
of the four visitors by their shoulders and lifted them off of the ground. The fifth 
grabbed Ward. 

The blinded group soared above the ground, struggling against strong claws 
and screaming to be let go. Ward yanked on the leg of the Harpy holding him. 
“Stop it! Put me down!” 

Each of the Harpies flew over one of the holes, ready to drop their victims to 
their deaths—including Ward Gamin. Five people to save. Here they were. Erec 
looked around desperately, wondering what to do. The Harpies were well out of 
his reach. Then, suddenly, he felt dizzy. He reached to grab a column nearby 
him, but it was farther away than he thought, and he almost fell to the ground. 
His head was spinning—could this be... ? 

Just a moment later he could feel his body change. His clothing ripped as he 
grew taller, muscles splitting his T-shirt. In a surge of energy, black silken wings 
sprouted from his back. When he looked down at himself, he could see green 
scales now covered his skin. In a blink, everything around him looked green too, 
so his dragon eyes were out. With them he could see the white ropy Substance 
hanging in the air around him which held all of the magic in the world. 

It had been a little while since he had taken the form of a dragon, something 
that happened now when he got the cloudy thought commands that protected 
him. It felt good to have the extra energy and strength that came with the change. 
But then, as he watched the five people heading toward their deaths, anger 
overtook him. He let out an immense roar that shook the ground. The Harpies, 
hanging in the air, turned to stare at him. 

Erec waited too, for directions from the cloudy thought he was having. Would 
he have a chance of saving everyone? He was ready to do whatever it took, 


pushing aside the troubling fact that he would be giving his life to do it. 
No visions appeared to him with this cloudy thought, just commands. 


Fly at the Harpies. 


Before Erec knew what he was doing, he was in the air. One wing stretched 
out and scooped a Harpy out of the way. His leg sideswiped another one, 
throwing her off balance. 


Breathe Fire. 


In a rage, flames burst from Erec’s lips. He reached his neck forward and his 
limbs out, swinging around to push the bird creatures back. They flapped away, 
not over the holes in the ground anymore. 


Attack! 


With this command, every ounce of anger that Erec had inside of him was 
released. He sprang forward and clawed at one of the Harpies, tore his teeth into 
another. They fought back the best they could, bashing him with their wings 
while still clinging on to their victims. He kept coming at them, pushing them 
farther from the holes in the ground. First one and then another Harpy set down 
the older man and the woman, so they could attack Erec with their claws. 


Shoot fire at their feet. 


Erec breathed a stream of fire at the claws of the two Harpies who had set the 
people down. They moaned and hovered in the air, rubbing their feet together. 
Shooting Erec dirty looks, they flew back to pick up their victims. But as soon as 
they tried to touch them, the Harpies snarled in pain from their sore feet. 

Two more Harpies set down the men that they were carrying and dove at 
Erec, swinging huge, sharp claws. Erec knocked them away just as the first two 
returned. They banged against him with their sides, stabbing him with their 
beaks. 

Erec fought back, pummeling them with his legs and strong tail. He saw the 
fifth Harpy centering a terrified Ward Gamin over one of the holes in the ground. 
He sailed toward them just as the Harpy that was holding Ward let go. 


Dive. 


Erec took a sharp turn in the air and dove into the hole, pumping his wings 
and tail against the air. He grabbed Ward, then turned and flew up just before he 
hit the glowing mass at the bottom of the pit. Erec sailed out of the pit and set 
Ward down with the others. All of the Harpies chased him, diving at Erec with 
their beaks and talons. It was too much at once. A sharp stab deep in his side felt 
wet, and soon blood poured down his leg. Erec struggled to fight back, ripping at 
the feathered creatures with his claws and teeth. But weakness was overtaking 
him. Each time he turned to attack, another Harpy flew at him from behind. 

Why wasn’t he getting any more commands? 

Erec heard Ward whisper to the other people around him, “There’s a Port-O- 
Door inside. Let me help you guys out of here.” 

Erec’s breath caught. They were all going to leave safely! He roared, hoping 
to distract the Harpies in case they might have heard Ward. It seemed to work— 
they came at Erec harder now. But his roar only drained him further. 

That is when Erec realized why no more cloudy thoughts were telling him 
what to do. He had already accomplished his task. He wasn’t supposed to live 
through this. 

As Ward and the others snuck into the hut, Erec tore and slashed at the 
Harpies, hoping against hope that he might save himself. One of the creatures 
faltered as he ripped off most of its wing, and it spun toward the ground. But two 
of them evaded his attacks, staying over the top of him and jabbing down at him 
in turns. His head ached, and his side was on fire. 

Erec’s energy was gone. The bird women were forcing him down into one of 
the holes. He tried to escape between them, but another hard jab from one and a 
shove from another pushed him deeper in. Erec desperately fought, thinking 
what he could try next. Several hard claws gripped his aching head. A Harpy 
shook him, batting his weak body against the stone walls of the pit. 

Erec watched the green color drain from his skin. His vision returned to 
normal, and the scales on his skin disappeared. So this was it, then. His cloudy 
thought was over. He would drop to his death. Just as his wings disappeared, he 
grabbed one of the Harpy’s claws, hanging on for dear life. 

Why did it have to end this way? Erec did not see the purpose. He was glad 
that the others were safe, but couldn’t his cloudy thought have lasted longer to 
protect himself, too? 

Maybe his mother and Bethany were right. Here he was hanging over a 
deadly Diamond Mind, wishing that he was anywhere else. How stupid had he 


been to come here? Was it really too late to save his own life? There had to be a 
way.... 

The Harpy flew lower and smashed her claw against the wall of the pit. Erec’s 
knuckles hit stone again and again until, exhausted and in pain, he fell thirty feet, 
banging against the hard rock on the way down. 


When he awoke, everything was dark. A few stars glowed through the top of the 
pit. Underneath him was a squishy pillow that must have caught his fall. It 
glowed red, bathing the space around him with a dim ruby light. His side still 
ached, and when he pressed his hand to it he discovered blood still oozing out. 
Something was dripping down his head as well—a swipe of his finger showed 
that he was bleeding all over. 

Dizzy, he tried to get comfortable on the pillow. It moved under him like a 
fluid gel. 

“Do you mind?” The voice seemed to come from the glowing pillow. 

Erec looked around. Nobody else was down here. He supposed that the 
Diamond Mind was talking. “Where are you?” 

“Under your rear end.” The thing sounded disgusted. “Such poor planning by 
the Fates. This happens every time I get a visitor.” 

“T’m sorry.” Erec scooted off of the squishy thing. “Is that better?” 

“Quite. Now, let me see here, before I bother to use my supreme intellect to 
answer all of your questions, read your past, and successfully predict your 
future, let me have at least a modicum of fun by playing a guessing game. Hmm. 
I suppose you are here because you want your future told. Your life has been dull 
and meaningless, but you are pathetically sure that your future holds something 
extraordinary. You are but a tiny peon who has brought nothing original or 
interesting into this world, and you will continue to drain it of valuable resources 
until you are finally disposed of.” The cushionlike creature yawned, although 
Erec could not see its mouth. “Your life is undoubtedly so boring that it would 
have been more interesting for me to be lost in my own thoughts rather than 
have to deal with your dreary ones.” 

After a pause, the thing sounded annoyed. “All right, let’s go on, then. First, 
before I do the ‘exciting’ future read for you, I get to take from you the most 
valuable thing that you own. Give me a moment to conduct my search.” 

A warm wave of air swept through the space Erec sat in. There was silence 
for a moment, and then the creature said, “Well, well, then. What do we have 
here? This is a surprise. Finally I have a visitor worth thinking about. One of 
value. I actually can’t wait to read your past, boy. Just look at the valuables you 


have in you! Many things of worth. Royal blood. Dragon eyes. Convertible 
parts. A small piece of a genuine soul. A true friendship that has sparks of a true 
love in it—so rare. All of those things mean quite a bit to you, I see.” 

“Convertible parts? What do you mean?” 

“All of your parts have become something new—they can convert to a dragon 
state, it seems.” 

Erec nodded. He understood the rest of what the Diamond Mind said, 
including the true friendship. It hurt the most that he wouldn’t see Bethany 
again. 

“Very interesting. It is too bad for me, though, that the thing that is most 
valuable to you, out of all of these possessions, is your best friend. You do know, 
don’t you, that she is your true love? If only she was here right now I would take 
her, no question. Shame that I’m missing that opportunity.” 

Erec breathed a sigh of relief. The creature was right. He would sacrifice any 
of the rest of it—his life included—to save Bethany. Thank goodness that this 
thing wasn’t able to get at her. Thinking about how she was safe now made him 
feel better. “What do you want from me, then? My dragon eyes are pretty cool.” 
Even though his quest had said that he would not live—that he would be trading 
his life—he still had hope that there might be a way out. If this thing took his 
eyes instead of his life, then he would stand a chance. 

“Oh, no, no.” The Diamond Mind brushed this off quickly. “Your eyes are not 
the most valuable thing you have with you here. I’m going to take your life— 
which will include that small piece that you have left of your soul. It’s not as 
good as a whole one, but given that you are special it will be worthwhile for me 
to keep. Thanks for stopping by. It’s actually been nice to meet you.” 

“Wait a minute!” Fear rushed through Erec like a tidal wave. This was 
happening too soon. “Can’t you take it later? I’m using that little bit of soul— 
and my life right now. I need to do a few things before I die. P1 come back and 
give it to you later. I promise.” 

The thing chuckled. “I think we both know that you would not come back 
later, given the chance. No, your problems are your problems, I’m afraid. I will 
do your future reading for you first, as a bargain is a bargain. After that I will 
collect that soul fragment and your life.” It sighed contentedly. “You can rest 
assured that you have fallen into the hole of only the most amazingly brilliant 
and unsurpassed Diamond Mind, so your reading will be highly accurate.” 

This thing had no shortage of self-esteem, Erec thought. He wondered if there 
was any way that he could change its mind and talk it out of killing him. But 
then Erec thought about his quest. He had to give his life . . . so how could 
anything he said make a difference? But would the Fates really let him die? 


“Let’s see here . . .” More warmth filled the pit, and Erec relaxed against the 
wall. Reading his future seemed a bit of a joke. This thing was supposedly so 
smart—it would have to know that all of the futures it read would be simply, 
“You are going to die in a few minutes. That will be the end of you.” His 
forecast would be no different. 

“A-maz-ing!” the rubbery being exclaimed. “This is fun!” More warmth then 
seeped through the space while it thought more. A deep, satisfied hum echoed 
around him. “Do you know how much I have longed for this kind of 
stimulation? It’s like an oasis in the desert. Pollen to the bee. Synachnotonic for 
chriallotsime sufferers. Oh, what pleasure! What delight!” 

Erec chose not to ask what chriallotsime was, but he did know that he was 
reaching his limits. “This is fun for you? That’s interesting. I’m about to die, and 
I’m sitting here with a talking mushy cushion that is completely in love with 
itself. And that doesn’t care at all that it’s going to ruin my life and a lot of other 
people’s lives. Maybe you’re thrilled, but I’m miserable. Understand?” 

“Oh, but you shouldn’t be miserable! This is a veritable font of delight for 
me, you see.” 

Erec shut his eyes. “Wonderful. I’m glad you’re so happy about it.” 

The thing continued, excited. “I’m so used to the same old boring people 
coming here to learn their futures. They are born, fall in love, work, have 
children, live, and then die. What a waste of my precious time. You, on the other 
hand .. . well, you’ve already lived and died, and then come back to life again. 
You have saved lives and caused death for others. You have combined your life 
with a dragon who loves you. You have gone back in time. All of this actually 
makes it a challenge for me to predict your future!” It sighed with satisfaction. 

It occurred to Erec that this creature was looking at his entire life just as a 
mental exercise. “So, what’s the big challenge? I think we both know my future 
completely: I’m going to die in a few minutes, here, because of you. 
Congratulations.” He closed his eyes, a wave of pain passing through him. As 
much as he tried not thinking about Bethany, his mother, and the siblings he was 
leaving behind, thoughts of them began to take hold. Pictures of them crying for 
him, miserable, began to fill his head. What would their lives be like from now 
on? They would think that Erec deserted them, that he snuck away willingly to 
die, stupidly, instead of letting them keep him safe like he should have done. 

The Diamond Mind sounded gleeful. “Not so simple, though! As we both 
know, you are on a journey to meet the three Furies—something I am quite 
jealous about, if you must know. So, you are going to do it without the benefit of 
a living body, but what does that matter? Such a thing would only get in the way 
when you are there with them. And it is possible that the Furies might give you 


back your soul—or, then again, maybe not. I assume that they will give you the 
Master Shem so that you can free Trevor, your brother. Or maybe they will cause 
something else to happen that will save him. But the Fates have made it sound 
like Trevor will be okay. 

“Beyond this, with your personal life, it is impossible to say whether you will 
carry on with a completely boring love life with your childhood sweetheart, 
Bethany. This is because it is unclear whether or not you will ever return to life 
again. It seems doubtful, of course, from the clues I have interpreted. I do 
believe that you will never live again. But there is evidence both ways, and I 
cannot be sure... .” 

Erec crossed his arms and put his shoes against the mushy pillowlike thing. It 
shivered and pushed against him, and he took his feet off of it again. “So... 
you’re saying that you can’t predict my future, then?” 

“Absolutely not, boy. Not completely, anyway. I have successfully predicted 
your future to some degree, better than anybody else could anywhere, I assure 
you.” 

“Tt doesn’t sound like it.” Erec thought a moment. “I didn’t hear what would 
happen next. It was just a lot of guesswork. All that you said was that you know 
nothing. You can’t tell if I will live again or not. You don’t know whether Pl get 
my soul back, or if I will have a future with Bethany. You know nothing.” 

“Of course I know nothing.” The thing sounded angry. “How can I? With any 
normal person I can make predictions based on human behavior, which is simple 
to understand. I can tell people whether their marriages will last or not, given 
both spouses’ attitudes. I can tell when someone will die—for the most part— 
even if I am not the cause of their death, based on risk factors and their lifestyle. 
I can tell if they will stay in their jobs or take a new one, based on what goes on 
in their minds and what is around them in society. But now I am faced with 
predicting the unpredictable: supernatural decisions of the Furies and their sisters 
the Fates. Nobody, even with supreme, perfect intelligence, can know how those 
beings will choose to act. They hold limitless knowledge that is unknowable to 
me. It is a very different situation.” 

“Okay, then,” Erec said. “You cannot predict what would happen like you 
normally would. So you should not be able to take your price for making the 
prediction. You can’t have the last bit of my soul. No deal.” 

There was a hush, and then an irritated snarling sound. “Don’t try to play 
games with me, boy. I exacted that toll from you in order to do your prediction, 
not with any certainty about the outcome.” 

“But you didn’t tell my future, did you?” 

The voice sounded uncomfortable. “Of course I did. Well, as much as 


possible.” There was a soft humming noise, and then a sigh. “Pl tell you what. 
Normally I would never offer this . . . but then again, normally there is nothing 
interesting to find out from anybody. I’m going to take the last bit of your soul. 
You won’t need it anyway. But if for some reason the Furies give you your 
original soul back, and if they bring you back to life, then you may come back 
here to me. I will return this piece of your soul to you in exchange for finding 
out from you what happened. If the Furies don’t give your soul back, you will 
have no need for this, anyway. I know that you do not want to live on if you are 
going to turn into an evil being.” 

As bad as it sounded, the Diamond Mind’s offer seemed the best Erec could 
do. At least there was a chance he might someday be whole again. And the thing 
was right—Erec did not want to turn into something awful. “How do I know that 
you won’t take my whole soul away from me if I come back here?” 

The thing sounded indignant. “I never go back on my word. Of course I will 
do as I say. I will even keep your body intact for you here, at least for a while. 
Now, here we go... .” 

Before he could say another word, Erec felt himself crumble and hit the floor 
in a heap. Something inside tugged hard against his chest. It felt like his heart 
was trying to leave his body. Every limb was numb, heavy. He could feel his 
pulse slow, its beats softening. The pulling inside of him worsened like it would 
rip his chest in two. 

Then, with a pop, it all felt better. No more pain was left, only a lightness, an 
airy feeling. It felt like a breeze was blowing through his body . . . or maybe he 
was the breeze. It was a sensation Erec had never felt before, could never have 
imagined. He lifted up and looked around, and he was still in the same place .. . 
but another person was there with him now, lying on the floor below him near 
the Diamond Mind. It was a boy with straight dark hair that was curly in the 
back, cold blue eyes staring up at the ceiling. Peering closer was like looking in 
a distorted mirror—the boy looked oddly just like he did, but somehow paler, 
almost glossy. . . . Erec did a double take. This was strange. Nobody except him 
was down here before. . . . 

Erec grew alarmed as he stared down at the boy. The boy looked exactly like 
he did, except that Erec was looking from the outside instead of into a mirror. 
Reality did not sink in immediately, as the concept was too strange to grasp. 
How could this boy look so much like he did? How did he get here? 

Cold fear grasped Erec as he looked into the boy’s eyes. They stared 
uncomprehending, glassy. He was dead. It took another moment for him to put 
two and two together. It was him lying there, wasn’t it? The Fates said that he 
would die from this quest. The Diamond Mind took the last bit of his soul—he 


was sure that was the pain that he had felt. And then it had taken Erec’s life, too. 
Isn’t that what it said that it would do? He was dead... . 

But at the same time, Erec felt completely alive. He was floating, somehow, 
over his body. He reached down to it, trying to feel the chest for a heartbeat. His 
own arm, the one he was using now to reach, was perfectly visible to him, so he 
wasn’t gone. He was still there. .. . There were two of him, then? When his hand 
touched the body’s chest, he could feel clammy skin, hard bones, and warm, wet 
insides. Before Erec realized it, his hand had reached through the clothing and 
straight inside of the dead body. 

Erec jumped, shuddering, whisking his hand out of his own corpse. He was 
surprised and relieved that there was no blood on his hand, but none of this made 
sense. Why was he able to pass his hand deep inside of the body? And why 
could he still see himself here if he was dead? 

Just to make sure he wasn’t imagining things, he tentatively reached toward 
the body again. Eyes closed, he felt inside its squishy wetness. There was 
nothing but stillness. No heart beating. 

In fact, thinking of that, he could feel that his own heart was not beating 
either. There was a strange stillness inside of him now. No stomach rumbles. No 
pounding pulse, or rush of adrenaline, even though he was quite alarmed. The 
strangest thing of all was realizing that he wasn’t breathing. It was disconcerting. 
The regular, rhythmic in and out through his chest had been comforting, even if 
he had never thought of it that way before. In fact, it felt as if he was there, but at 
the same time, he wasn’t. 

But there was something else, too. Being still a moment, Erec noticed 
something he had never felt before. It was a sense of knowledge or 
understanding that wasn’t there when he was alive. Erec realized that he didn’t 
have to feel inside of the body to know that it was dead. He could tell that just by 
sensing the space around him. It was as plain as day. All he had to do was pay 
attention and things seemed to spell themselves out for him. For one, he was a 
ghost. That is why two of him were together in that small space. The boy lying 
dead on the floor was his body, the shell of what he used to be. 

But his new self was much better, smarter, and wiser. Like a newborn 
discovering himself for the first time in a new world, Erec looked around the pit 
in wonder. As a ghost, he had a sense of purpose that he had never felt before, a 
need to move forward and meet the three Furies as he had planned. And doing so 
no longer intimidated him. It was as if all of the knowledge in the world was 
now available to him if he wanted it. The Diamond Mind next to him was 
transparent—in this new state Erec could read its thoughts. In fact, the thing was 
staring at him in fear and shock. 


Erec’s mind functioned more sharply than before. Everything was crystal 
clear. The Diamond Mind had done him a favor—he would be able to meet the 
Furies now that he didn’t have a human body to drag along. But, ironically, the 
Diamond Mind was feeling guilty now about killing him. 

Erec was surprised—the creature was torn in conflict. Of all the people that it 
had killed, none had become a ghost before its eyes as Erec did. And seeing that 
frightened it. As much as it knew about people, it knew nothing at all about 
ghosts. Fearing that Erec would take revenge, the Diamond Mind began to feel 
bad that it had taken Erec’s life to begin with. It was chastising itself for being 
selfish and stupid, then stopping and justifying what it had done so it felt better. 
It was odd for Erec to be able to hear the thing’s thoughts as easily as if it were 
speaking out loud. 

But just as Erec could hear the creature’s thoughts, he also felt like he 
understood them, and he knew what the truth was. It was amazing—being a 
ghost gave him so much insight. He remembered talking to Spartacus Kilroy, his 
old friend and King Piter’s AdviSeer, after he had become a ghost. It had seemed 
that he had known everything then. Now he understood. . . . 

“You shouldn’t worry about it,” he told the Diamond Mind. “I don’t want 
revenge. I’m not even angry—you’ve actually helped me to meet the Furies. 
And don’t worry about being selfish. You’re not—for a Diamond Mind, anyway. 
You are who you are, and you have tried to be the best at what you know. The 
Fates had to isolate all of you, taking away your freedom, but they could not 
help that either. You are stuck here in a bad situation. So cut yourself some slack, 
okay?” 

The Diamond Mind sounded meek, its voice trembling. “Thank you. I guess I 
was blaming myself a bit. Are you sure you’re not angry, g-ghost?” 

Erec laughed. “Not at all. When I was alive I wouldn’t have believed this, but 
being dead seems like no big deal.” 

“Of all of the people I have . . . killed here, I have never seen one become a 
ghost.” 

“I know. Most people just move on. Only the few with something important 
to take care of stay.” 

The Diamond Mind spoke with wonder. “Do you know what will happen 
when you meet the three Furies?” 

Erec thought a moment. “No, I don’t. I can’t read into the future.” He 
wondered if he still had his dragon eyes, but could not sense them. When he 
tried to roll his eyes back to see if they would come forward, nothing happened. 
It was slightly disappointing, but all of his dragon parts had stayed with his 
human body. In this new form, though, he was able to do different things. For 


one, he had a better connection to the Substance, so magic would be a lot easier. 
Erec pointed at his old body lying on the ground, and a blue haze immediately 
surrounded it. “That will protect it until I’m back again. Would you keep an eye 
on it here for me, then?” 

“Oh, yes. I'd be honored. Sorry again for any problems caused by your... 
death.” 

“It’s fine. PI be back for that little bit of my soul that you are keeping too.” 
Erec smiled. It was time to go find the Furies now. The Fates had said they were 
in the Gray Mist Valley, in Alsatia. He had to get there by falling into Mercy’s 
Spike in Pinefort Jungle in Otherness. Erec was delighted to realize that instead 
of his old human cluelessness about where things were, he now had a perfect 
sense of direction. He knew he could find his way to Pinefort Jungle just using 
his senses. Not bad, he thought. 

Now, to get out of this steep hole . . . There were no ladders, and the Diamond 
Mind would not make a very good trampoline. On a whim, he bent his knees and 
reached high, springing up into the air. The slight push of his feet against the 
ground was enough to catapult him skyward. In fact, he continued to soar 
through the air well after he was out of the tunnel. Fifty feet up . . . one hundred . 
. . two hundred. As the holes and stone columns began to look small beneath 
him, he started to feel concerned. Would he ever stop? 

Erec must have been two thousand feet up, and he was still going. He felt 
perfectly fine—breathing was not an issue anymore—and he knew there was no 
danger of hurting himself if he fell. But how would he turn and go back down? 
There was nothing to push off of. 

In a moment of calm focus, the answer came to him. Experimenting, Erec did 
a few flips in the air, then used his arms and legs to push against the thin 
atmosphere as if he were in a pool. He stopped, and after doing it again, reversed 
directions and headed back to Earth slowly. Interesting, he thought. Apparently 
he needed only a tiny push to move far. 

In a while he touched down again, close to the hole from which he had 
sprung. He could tell already that this was going to be a very interesting journey. 


CHAPTER SEVEN 
Alsatia 





Ir was rasy to remember the way back to the Port-O-Door. Erec turned the 


knob and it flew open, but then he realized it was easier to pass right through the 
wood. Once he was inside, he pulled up the map of Otherness. In moments he 
spotted Argquard in the northernmost part of Otherness, which he knew was the 
region he was looking for. Once he tapped the map there, Pinefort Jungle filled 
most of the upper part of Argquard. Zooming in closer, Erec scanned an area 
that he knew would house Mercy’s Spike, and there it was. No problem. 

Moments later, Erec was through the Port-O-Door in the dense forests of 
Argquard. Strange creatures trotted around the forest floor, springing up and 
flying overhead. They were Ligwiths—Erec knew all about them with his new 
ghostly insight. The tall red birds with long legs were able to crumple 
themselves into compact balls at will. Some whizzed by Erec’s head in ball 
form, and others kicked and batted the ball-shaped ones around, playing some 
incomprehensible game. 

Erec knew the way to Mercy’s Spike. It was not far, as he had parked the 
Port-O-Door in the perfect spot in a large tree trunk nearby. It was a challenge at 
first to learn to walk without bounding too far forward or springing too high in 


the air, but it didn’t take long to master. If he tapped his toes down softly and 
moved his legs back and forth he didn’t even have to touch the ground most of 
the time. It wasn’t too hard to stay close enough that nobody would notice—his 
aim had become nearly exact. Later, when he was around people, he would need 
to look like everyone else, not shooting twenty feet into the air. 

Mercy’s Spike was a sharp needle-shaped rock formation that projected ten 
feet into the air from the top of a plateau. Erec’s senses told him that it had been 
used for ritual sacrifices by clans of the past. Above it was another plateau, about 
fifty feet higher, at the edge of a mountainside. When someone jumped off of the 
top plateau and fell straight down, they would land right on the spike, impaling 
themselves on it. 

The ceremonies must have been pretty dramatic, Erec thought, watching 
people sacrifice themselves this way. It was a shame that people used to believe 
that angry gods wanted them to kill off their friends and neighbors. But 
something strange had happened to the people who died this way. Almost as if 
the ancient religions were true, instead of dying a normal death these people’s 
spirits were transported to a place known as Alsatia. 

Erec pushed his toes softly against the ground and flew into the air. When he 
reached the higher plateau he waved his arms gracefully against the air and 
landed again. 

It was nice to know so many things now that he was a ghost. Like the fact that 
Alsatia was a land from before time, when the earth was still young. It was a 
place of strong power, a haven for those in need. The Furies used it now as their 
home, but it had been used by others before who were in need of protection. 
Living humans could never get there, only spirits and magical beings. 

Erec had a brief moment of fright, looking at the sharp spike looming below 
him. But he realized that jumping would not propel him to the ground—he 
would have to work to make himself fall. And impaling himself would not hurt 
one bit. Even then, Erec hesitated a moment. It was hard to shake the human 
memory of what his body would feel like if it was speared down the middle. He 
passed his own arms through himself a few times for reassurance, then leaned 
forward, arms out. Waving slightly, he pushed himself toward the spike. As it 
came closer, he adjusted his position and direction so that it would pass through 
his midsection. 

Mercy’s Spike impaled Erec’s chest right where his heart rested, and it 
tunneled through the shadow of his body. Unlike humans who had probably 
stopped from the friction of the rock by about this point, Erec continued to slide 
farther down the spike, slowing and stopping midway to the ground. 

For a moment he waited to be whisked away to Alsatia. Nothing happened. 


He hoped that it was not only the living who were able to use this spike as a 
transport there . . . but then again the Fates had told him that this would work— 
and he could sense it himself as well. What Erec did not know, what seemed 
unknowable, was what the Furies would decide to do with him once he arrived. 
Their minds were out of his grasp. 

There was a sudden motion, and everything was turning around him. In a 
minute Erec realized that it was he who was spinning around the axis of the 
spike. Faster and faster Erec whirled until the land around him became a blur. 
Faster. Faster. It was white and black, swirling lines of haze that encompassed 
him. There was a kind of lifting that happened as well. But he could not see 
exactly where he was going. 

Erec did not feel dizzy, luckily, as he had no real body. But he could sense 
that he was moving now, heading into the air. It felt like he was a small 
helicopter, traveling into uncharted territory. It was not an unpleasant sensation, 
but definitely different from anything he had ever experienced. All he could do 
was wait, sure that eventually the spinning would end. 

And it did. He began to slow, then came to a full stop lying flat on a grassy 
field. White fluffy clouds floated overhead, and huge oak and maple trees dotted 
the nearby hills. Bright sun streamed light across well-tended gardens of flowers 
and manicured shrubs. Erec sat up and saw a swing set not far away, and a sand 
pit. Nearby were tennis courts and a swimming pool, and in the distance he 
could see rows of beautiful mansions. Beyond these and wrapping around the 
horizon was a majestic shoreline with waves rolling in to a white sand beach. 

A few people were within sight, skipping through flowery meadows and 
strolling through gardens. One lazed on a raft on her back in the pool. Everyone 
seemed relaxed and happy. Not a bad place, Erec thought. At least the people 
that had died on Mercy’s Spike had a nice reward. 

He would have to ask around to find the Furies—unlike on earth, he had no 
sense of what was going on here. There was some sort of block, he could tell, 
keeping everyone’s thoughts guarded. He wandered toward the village and came 
across a boy about his age. 

“Hi.” Erec smiled. “I just got here, and I’m looking for the three Furies. Do 
you know where they stay?” 

The boy nodded. “I haven’t seen you around here before. Good to meet you. I 
hope you like it—it’s a pretty nice place. Sure, I know where the Furies are. 
They won’t see you, though. Just put that thought right out of your head. They 
don’t want anything to do with us. We just stay clear of them.” 

“But that’s why I’m here. Can you just tell me where they are?” 

The boy looked at him strangely. “You came here just to talk to them? Bad 


choice. I mean, you’ll be happy here, you won’t regret being with us forever. It’s 
a great place. But the Furies will destroy you if you bother them. It happens 
every now and then. One of us will get too close to their cave, and poof! They’ Il 
get evaporated. Or if a Fury flies somewhere and a ghost gets in her way, then 
the ghost is dissolved. Take my word, you don’t want to see them.” 

That was not what Erec wanted to hear. No question, he had to talk to them. 
But he had to be careful. “Thanks for the info. My name is Erec, by the way. If 
you don’t mind, just point out where their cave is. I’m going to have to figure 
something out.” 

The boy shrugged. “All right, but don’t say I didn’t warn you not to go. I’m 
Jox.” He held out his hand and shook Erec’s. “It’s not going to look like a cave, 
though, when you see it. Nothing here is the way it appears. What do you see 
when you look around now?” 

“Gardens, fields, beach out there.” Erec pointed. “Mansions that way. Why?” 

“The surroundings look different to everyone who comes here. It’s part of the 
mind block that this place has. Whatever is the most beautiful setting to you is 
what you see. People look different to you as well, just appearing how you want 
them to look. And it changes, too, if you get tired of seeing things a certain way. 
I used to see a dense jungle all around me, with beautiful, bright animals. Some 
of the people looked like talking animals too, which was really fun. 

“But I guess I got tired of that, because now everything looks like it’s part of 
a moving painting. I can stare forever at the trees, just watching the swirl of 
yellow and green oil pastels blending and reshaping. It’s like being an artist in 
my mind. A friend of mine sees everything as being much smaller than he is, like 
he could step on any of us. But to us he looks normal size. I hear that the longer 
you are here the more unusual things can look to you. I guess you start to let go 
of the normal, earthly way of looking at things. 

“Anyway, the Furies’ cave might look like a beautiful house to you. To me it 
used to look like a giant stone fortress in a clearing in the woods. Now I see it as 
a massive scoop of cloud cream with swirling browns and blacks weaving 
around and around. It’s amazing. But whatever you see it as, it will be big, and 
it’s over that way.” He pointed to the left of the village near some rounded hills. 

“Thanks,” Erec said. “You’ve been really helpful.” 

“You’ll have to catch me up on what has been going on in the real world in 
the last five hundred years. I’m the last one who’s come here, except for you, so 
I’m dying to know how things have changed.” 

“Tll tell you all about it . . . once I take care of a few things I need to do.” 

Erec headed toward the hilly area to the side of the mansions. The Fates had 
told him that the Furies would talk to him. They respected him—he was the one 


who had saved them. But if they didn’t recognize him right away, they would 
dissolve him without paying attention. 

Walking here was different from when he was a ghost on earth. It felt just as it 
had when he was alive, like he was subject to real gravity. Maybe that was 
because his image of this place was straight out of his own imagination. It wasn’t 
hard scaling the hills though, and he was not tired at all after climbing up and 
down four of them. On the other side was a clearing, and within it was a 
gorgeous glass castle that spiraled into the heavens. Spires shimmered with 
rainbow colors from the prism effect of the glass. Hundreds of birds circled the 
palace, diving in and out of openings in the roof and between flags made of a 
moving glass that rippled in the wind. 

There was no doubt in Erec’s mind that this was where the three Furies were 
living. He remembered them well—and it was hard to imagine the immense, 
ferocious-looking creatures living in such a delicate, breakable place. Red-haired 
Alecto, black-haired Tisiphone, and white-haired Megaera were seven feet tall, 
mostly because of their incredibly enormous heads which stuck out in front of 
them, hanging in the air and almost hiding their feather-covered, human-shaped 
bodies. Huge batlike wings shot behind them, and wild, silken, glowing hair 
flowed from behind them as well. 

But the thing that Erec remembered most was how fierce they had been. The 
enormous amount of pure energy and hate that radiated from them was 
overwhelming. It was as if they were far larger than their bodies, larger than the 
entire world, even. Next to them Erec had felt tiny, like a crumb. Completely 
insignificant. Later, after he opened the Awen of Harmony from around his neck, 
the Furies finally had been able to let go of their hatred. After that, they had 
become so different, soft and understanding. 

He wondered what they would be like now that the Awen of Harmony had 
worn off. At least they had kept their word not to wipe all human beings off of 
the planet. Erec hoped that was a good sign, and maybe they would decide not to 
wage war on their sisters, the Fates. 

Was there a way to send a message to them that he was coming? Maybe they 
already knew he was here. He was standing close to their castle, wasn’t he? And 
he wasn’t disintegrated yet. 

Some cats ran around on the ground, and one began to rub against his leg. He 
reached for it, and asked the thing, “Do you talk, kitty?” 

“Mew.” The kitten looked at him when it made the noise, almost as if it 
understood. 

“Can you give a message to the Furies for me? Tell them Erec Rex has come 
to visit and would like to speak to them.” 


“Mew.” 

He put the cat down, and it ran straight into the glass castle. In a minute it ran 
back out to him again. It took a few steps toward the castle and looked back at 
Erec over its shoulder. 

“All right, Pm coming.” When Erec started to follow it, the cat continued on 
toward the castle. Huge glass doors swung wide open, and they went inside, boy 
ghost following cat. The interior of the castle was blindingly brilliant, sparkling 
like a many-faceted diamond. Above, flocks of birds darted around the glass 
segments, soaring up through the open ceiling into the blue sky overhead. It was 
impossible to make out rooms or hallways amid the glittering lights, so Erec 
followed the cat’s steady pace around sharp corners and past other meandering 
cats. 

Suddenly, in an opening, three beautiful women appeared. Erec was sure who 
they were, but the Furies looked nothing like they had before. Alecto still had 
red hair, Tisiphone black, and Megaera white. But they wore long, shimmering 
dresses and tiaras in their curls, and appeared human now. No, better than 
human, actually. There was an intensity in their eyes that reminded Erec of the 
first time he had met them. It was hard to decipher whether they were angry or 
just merely interested, but Erec felt spellbound just looking at them. Their stares 
made him dizzy, unstable. Unable to keep standing, he sat on the floor before 
them. 

Alecto smiled. “Look who it is, sisters. The only human that I would bother 
speaking to. It’s our savior, the little prince. The Erec Rex child. And he’s come 
all this way to speak to us.” 

Megaera put a finger beside her ruby lips. “Looks rather good, doesn’t he? 
He’d make a lovely specimen to keep in amber for my collection. Well .. . I 
suppose we are going to spare him, aren’t we? We do owe him, right?” 

Tisiphone stared at Erec coldly. “Yes. Enjoy it, human. We’re sparing you, 
and glad to do it. Why are you here?” 

Erec was transfixed. It was hard for him to speak. “Can’t you all read my 
mind and tell for yourself?” After saying this, he immediately worried that he 
had offended them. 

Tisiphone laughed, thankfully not bothered at all. “Yes, we could. It’s just a 
little harder to do here in Alsatia. There are some protective properties here that 
keep your thoughts safe. At least somewhat safe. I can tell that you came here to 
get something from us, right? A thing that will save your brother, and something 
else to save yourself? I suppose if I bothered to try I’d be able to read more.” She 
yawned. 

“You’re right. I do need two things from you. One of them is a Master Shem 


—that is something I need to give to Tarvos so that he will let Trevor, my 
brother, go free. Also . . . I would like to have my soul back. I mean, now that 
you three are free .. .” As he asked, he had a sinking feeling that he knew 
exactly what their answer would be. “I’d really like to come back to life again. I 
mean, if it’s okay with you.” 

The three incredibly beautiful women looked at him with eyes so intense that 
it seemed they saw right through him. If he were still alive, he was sure he would 
have forgotten to breathe. Their palace sparkled behind them, creating an effect 
he would never forget. 

Alecto’s long red curls flowed in the air around her as if they had a life of 
their own. “There is not much that I would deny you, Erec Rex. Understand that 
my sisters and I will be eternally grateful to you. You freed us from our prison of 
your own free will. You sacrificed yourself just to help us, getting nothing out of 
it yourself, and even losing your life. Not only did you do this, but you also gave 
us another gift. For no other reason than to help us, because you cared about us, 
you showed us happiness, peace, and love with your Awen of Harmony. You 
could have tried to do something different, to try to save yourself, but instead 
you helped us again. 

“And, as disturbing as it is to say this, we learned something from you, a 
mere human. Moments before you came to us, we were ready to wage full-scale 
warfare on our sisters the Fates, and also to destroy the human race that has 
preoccupied them for so long. We were jealous of their attention to you. But 
your selflessness, and the Awen of Harmony, showed us that there was 
something that we were forgetting. Love, forgiveness, and peace were a gift to 
ourselves as well as to the rest of the world.” 

Erec reached to his neck to see if the Twrch Trwyth still hung there. Even as a 
ghost, he found the small glass vial shaped like a boar around his neck. He had 
acquired it, along with its five tremendously powerful crystal balls, during one of 
his prior quests. Each of the five different-colored balls imparted a special kind 
of magical aid that Erec could use if he was in need, but he tried to save them for 
emergencies. Two of them had been used up, leaving the Awens of Knowledge, 
Beauty, and Creation. Knowing that the Awen of Knowledge was still there was 
reassuring. That one, if he cracked it open, should let him know everything about 
any situation he was in. If worse came to worst he would be able to know 
exactly what to do. 

Next to the Twrch Trwyth, Erec’s Amulet of Virtues still dangled from his 
neck. He looked at it with curiosity. Still, only six of its twelve segments glowed 
with color. Shouldn’t it have been seven now? He did follow the instructions of 
his last quest, didn’t he? “Trade your life for the next five people to be killed by 


Baskania at noon tomorrow in the Diamond Minds of Argos.” Obviously, there 
was something else that he was supposed to do. 

Alecto continued, “I am agreeable to giving you the Master Shem. That is a 
small thing for us. But as far as returning your soul to you—you should 
understand that we need to keep all three thousand here in order to stay out of 
that terrible prison that you rescued us from. Unfortunately we cannot give it 
back.” 

“Unless . . .” Tisiphone raised a finger. “If you find another person’s soul for 
us to keep, we would be more than happy to take that one and give you your own 
back. That would be our pleasure. And I would make sure that you were restored 
into your old body perfectly. We would even give you an extra long life, lots of 
riches, and anything else your heart desired.” 

That promise sounded wonderful. For a moment Erec got excited—what a 
perfect solution! The Furies would be happy and free, he would be alive again 
and restored to normal, and Erec would even have the Furies on his side to help 
fight against Baskania. The Stain brothers would have nothing on him then. How 
ironic—Baskania had been trying to use the Furies’ release for his own benefit, 
and now they would be helping Erec against him. 

But then another reality sank in. Who would donate their soul to the Furies? 
Who would give up their life, and let Tarvos turn them into a Golem? The more 
he thought about it, the more the idea seemed hopeless. Anyone giving up their 
soul would be sacrificing themselves just so that Erec could live. He could never 
ask someone to do that. 

“Thanks. Pll... see what I can do. For now PII just take the Master Shem so 
I can rescue my brother.” 

A small scroll fluttered out of the air and landed on the glass floor in front of 
Erec. He picked it up. The writing on it was strange—he could not identify it. 

“There you go. You should know that thing you are holding is very 
powerful,” Megaera said. “Tarvos wants it to activate his army of Golems and 
wage war. They are lethal fighters, and would wipe out any enemy. So your 
decision to give this to him will not be a small one.” 

Erec held the scroll away from him. Why did they have to tell him that? He 
would rather not know what would happen once he gave it to Tarvos. He 
couldn’t even let himself think about it as a choice—Trevor had to be freed. 
“Thank you again. I hope I am able to come back here with another soul.” 

First Megaera, then Alecto, raised their arms, then soared upward, straight up 
through the roofless opening above into the sky. In moments they were back 
again, each sailing up and down over and over. Tisiphone watched Erec stumble 
out of the room, following one cat and then another so that he didn’t crash into a 


glass wall. Before long he had found his way out of the dazzling palace. 


The Master Shem, a small scroll the size of his finger, felt heavy in Erec’s hands. 
This thing would control all of those Golem creatures that Tarvos had made out 
of the living soulless beings? Erec had come close to being one of them himself. 
Now that he was no longer alive, at least he didn’t have to worry about that 
anymore, although he had plenty of other things to worry about. 

What would he do now, though? Save Trevor, of course. But then what? 
Finishing the quests and becoming king of Alypium was out of the question if he 
was no longer alive. His existence as a ghost would only continue as long as he 
had a mission on earth, something supremely important to him. And for now that 
was saving Trevor... and then, he supposed, getting his soul back from the 
Furies. 

Some of the ghosts that lived in Alsatia waved to him as he walked by. It was 
amazing that they were able to stay here forever. Coming back to this place 
could be another option for him when he was done with his missions, then. But a 
thought struck him. These people here did not need souls—they were already 
dead. Maybe one of them wouldn’t mind donating theirs to the Furies for him! 

As he sprang down the last rounded hill, Erec saw Jox sitting on the grass 
against a tree. 

Jox sprang up and did a few cartwheels toward him and a flip in the air, then 
bowed low. “Erec! You survived! Glad to see that you made it back. How close 
were you able to get to the Furies? Did you see them?” 

“I spoke with them.” Erec was excited. Things might work out after all. 
“They talked to me because I was the one who saved them. They have my soul 
—and they said that they would give it back to me if I could find another soul to 
replace it. I could return to life again! And I have so much to do on earth still. 
So, I was wondering—it seems like you all don’t need souls in order to live here 
as ghosts. If you’re not using yours, would it be possible for the Furies to use it? 
They need another one if they are going to give me mine back.” 

Jox’s jaw dropped. “Give my soul to the three Furies? You have to be 
kidding. I mean, we just met, and you’re asking me to give up my soul?” 

“I’m sorry.” Erec tried to explain. “You see, it would mean a lot to me. And 
as long as you’re not really using it—” 

“Not using it?” Jox shook his head. “No, I’m using it all right. You do know 
what would happen to me if I didn’t have my soul, don’t you?” 

Erec shook his head. “What?” 

“Pd turn evil, that’s what! It wouldn’t take too long, either. I mean, longer 


than it would take for a living person. But give it a few months and I’d start to 
do all kinds of nasty things. Last thing anyone needs in this place is a bad egg. I 
heard that it happened one other time, some jerk without a soul snuck into this 
place. Luckily the good folks here were able to kick that piece of dirt out to deal 
with his own nasty afterlife by himself.” 

Chills ran through Erec. He would still turn evil without a soul, even as a 
ghost? There was no way that he could let himself go on like this, then. An evil 
ghost could do far worse things than an evil person. And what kind of nasty 
afterlife was Jox talking about? This was terrible. 

There had to be a way to get his soul back. But, at the same time, who would 
give their own soul to save him? They would have the same awful fate that he 
had. Maybe it would have been better if he let Tarvos turn him into a Golem 
after all. The Furies could bring him back to life, and he could give himself up 
when he went to save Trevor. Then he wouldn’t have to worry about any of this. 


“Pm sorry. I didn’t know.” Erec shook his head, backing away. “I have to go 
take care of my brother now. Maybe Pll come back another time.” 

“Not if you don’t have a soul, you won’t.” Jox crossed his arms and stepped 
forward threateningly. “At least not for long. This isn’t the place for you, all 
right?” 

“Okay. I understand.” It seemed that there was no place anymore where he 
would be safe. 


CHAPTER EIGHT 
An Unfair Trade 





Finpinc nis way out was no problem. The spot where Erec had entered Alsatia 


looked like a window of wavy ripples hanging in the air. He pushed his head 
through and there was Mercy’s Spike on the other side, just as he thought, 
surrounded by the beautiful Pinefort Jungle. He jumped out of the entryway, 
landing on top of the spiked rock formation. For a moment, Erec held it, 
grasping the needle with his hands, until he remembered he didn’t have to worry 
about falling. Instead, he lightly pushed on the rock and sailed to the ground. 

The Port-O-Door was just where he had left it. Erec wondered where his little 
friend the Hermit was. It would be interesting to talk to him now that Erec had 
so much knowledge. Oh, well. There wasn’t much that the strange man could tell 
him that Erec didn’t already now know. The Fates had been right, as usual—Erec 
now had just what he needed to save Trevor. It was time to find the passageway 
that Tarvos had left open for his return. Erec easily remembered the spot that the 
bull had mentioned—it was in the giant Bubble Boulder of Racks Rocks. With 
his great new sense of direction, he knew the way to the part of Otherness called 
Quiet. He tapped the map of Aorth and found the spot that would lead straight 
there. 

The Port-O-Door swung out of the side of a cliff onto barren, rocky soil. In 


the center of the huge pebble-covered ground was a circle of larger stones. 
Within that, in concentric rings, sat larger and larger rocks leading to an inner 
circle of giant boulders. And in the very center, towering above the rest, was a 
massive stony sphere that reflected sunlight in every color of the rainbow. This 
was the Bubble Boulder that Tarvos had referred to. Erec floated straight to it, 
glad that he did not have to climb and scoot through small openings as he would 
have in his old human form. 

As he sailed around the Bubble Boulder he found a glowing red doorway. 
Tarvos had said that it would be apparent only to him, but that seemed hard to 
believe—it was so bright. He passed through the door, which felt like it was 
made of some kind of wood, and found himself in the middle of a desert. 

Dunes of black sand were the only sight for as far as he could see. Misty wind 
whipped through a bloodred sky, and sand catapulted right through his body. He 
was in the underworld, he knew. And the entrance to Tarvos’s cave was nearby. 
Not here, but just over the next dune. 

He tapped lightly with his feet against the sand and shot upward, waving 
himself down on the other side of the dune. Quicksand swirled in a damp pit. 
This was it. Erec centered himself over it and waved his arms against the air, 
pushing down into the quicksand. Dense sand pressed hard enough to enter 
every bit of him. It felt awful to have his space invaded so completely. 

After waving himself downward through the pit, he soon came out the other 
end into the same corner where he had once followed the small white bullfighter 
toy. There was no need to dust himself off—the sand stayed where it had been, 
above him. Erec walked to the corridor on the other end. It was impossible to 
believe that he had been here just days before—it seemed like a lifetime ago. He 
shook his head, realizing that it actually was a lifetime ago for him. 

Tarvos grinned when Erec walked in, and Trevor sprang to his feet and ran to 
throw his arms around Erec. 

“Wait!” Erec stepped back and held a hand out. If Trevor’s hands passed 
through him, then he would have to tell him all that had happened—and he 
didn’t want to worry Trevor and his family sick. Why should they grieve for him 
when he was still here? There was a chance he would be okay, and he wanted to 
focus on that. “I’m sorry, Trev. Pll hug you later, kid. Don’t get close, I’m 
feeling sick.” 

Trevor backed away, and Erec gave him a big grin. “I’m so glad to see you! I 
got the thing Tarvos wanted. Now you’ll be free!” 

Trevor smiled back, but Erec could see how tired he was. “You got the Master 
Shem? I can get out of here, then?” 

“You bet!” Erec grinned. He could read Trevor’s mind and knew that he had 


been horrified by the endless stream of people he had watched turn into Golems. 
It would be a while before Trevor forgot those images. 

Trevor was hungry, too. Tarvos had made sure he stayed alive, but the boy 
had not eaten a thing. “Time to go home. I know just where that Serving Tray is. 
We’ll figure out the perfect meal for you. I bet you’re going to want a triple 
cheese pizza with bacon and black olives, all to yourself, a huge grilled 
hamburger with tomato, French fries, and a hot fudge sundae with a cherry on 
top. I bet you’ ll want to eat them all at once!” 

“How did you know—I was just thinking that!” Trevor’s eyes widened. 
“Let’s go!” 

Erec held the Master Shem toward Tarvos, who knew full well that Erec had 
become a ghost. Erec was glad that Tarvos didn’t mention it out loud, and hoped 
that Trevor didn’t ask so that it would come out. Let Trevor assume that Erec had 
his soul back, and that’s why they both were free now. 

Erec read a little more of Tarvos’s mind, but immediately wished he wasn’t 
able to. The Furies were right. He was planning a full-scale war. If Tarvos were 
human, Erec would know all of the details. But he could read enough to see that 
the bull planned massive death and destruction. Erec was giving him the key to 
activate his entire army that he had been building for thousands of years. The 
number of Golems that he had waiting to be activated was nearly endless. 

The Master Shem was the key. Tarvos would use it to command each and 
every Golem to become a fighting machine, stopping at nothing to carry out his 
orders. How could Erec just hand it to him and walk away? 

Yet, he looked at Trevor, starving and excited to go home again. He couldn’t 
just leave him here to die. 

“Let me make it easy for you.” Tarvos nodded toward Erec, and the three 
cranes that perched on his back swooped down toward the Master Shem in 
Erec’s hands. In a moment they had it, and it was in Tarvos’s giant claws. 
“Thank you, Erec Rex. You deserve your reward. And it looks like you won’t 
need to worry about me anymore, either.” 

Trevor’s eyes lit up. “Did you hear that, Erec? We’re both free now!” 

Erec smiled, hoping to mask his sadness. “That’s great, Trev. Let’s get out of 
here.” He would have to get the Master Shem back again before long. He was so 
connected to the Substance now, he had powers that he had never tried using 
before—he could figure out a way. But not until his brother was safely home 
again. 

His mission had been to bring his brother home, so that is what he would do. 
And as a ghost, he had to stick to his mission in order to stay on earth. Changing 
that messed up his whole reason for existence. 


“T’m glad that you’re back!” Bethany grinned and hugged June, who also looked 
like she could faint from happiness. Luckily Erec, with his new mind-reading 
skills, was able to convince all of them that he was feeling too bad to be 
touched. 

“We were so worried about you.” June reached for Erec again, but thought 
better of it. “Where were you? With the Furies?” 

Erec nodded, but before he could talk Bethany added, “What happened? We 
were afraid that you went and did that stupid quest.” She pointed to the Amulet 
of Virtues on his chest. “Nope. Still only six done.” 

“T got the Master Shem that Tarvos wanted. Then I gave it to him so we could 
have Trevor back.” 

Bethany looked torn between being thrilled and upset. “Why didn’t you wait 
for me to go with you?” Erec could hear her thoughts as clearly as her words. 
She had been crying since the morning they had found him missing—and two 
days had passed here since then. She thought that she would never see him 
again. Her best friend was dead. And probably the love of her life. 

It made Erec sick to think that she had been right, after all. He was dead now, 
and she had no clue. It seemed too cruel to let them know that he was a ghost. 
Let them all be happy for a while. If he could figure out a way to get his soul 
back, maybe he would never have to put them through that misery. .. . 

“How did you get the Master Shem, Erec?” his mother asked. 

“The Furies. I talked to them.” He smiled, hoping they wouldn’t ask much 
more. He did not want to lie, but would have to avoid the details. 

Bethany looked excited, and started bouncing on her toes. “Did they give you 
your soul back?” 

How to answer that one? “Not yet.” 

“Not yet?” His mother peered into his face. “So, do you think that they will 
give it to you, then?” 

He forced a smile. “They said that they would.” 

If only it were that easy. Here he was, stuck without a soul and heading 
toward becoming evil. How would he be able to find someone that would give 
up their own soul for him? And was it even fair to ask anyone? Not really. What 
could he do? 

An idea occurred to him. There was another ghost who was wiser than he 
would ever be, but it was not one who had lived a human life in the past. This 
was a golden ghost, by the name of Homer, who lived in the catacombs under 
King Piter’s house where the castle used to stand. Homer guarded one of King 
Piter’s most priceless possessions—the Novikov Time Bender, a time machine 
that Erec had used before. Homer had a great knowledge of the world of spirits, 


and had been alive for an eternity. Maybe he would know where Erec could find 
a soul to spare. 

“Where’s that Serving Tray?” Erec whizzed past his mother so fast that her 
head spun. He would have to remember to tap the ground more slowly so 
nobody would notice that he wasn’t really walking. “It’s time for Trevor’s feast.” 

Trevor ate exactly what Erec predicted he would. It wasn’t until Erec saw the 
food disappear into his brother’s mouth that he realized how much he wished he 
could still eat. Erec wasn’t hungry at all, but he could remember how good food 
used to taste . . . the feeling of becoming full. It was hard to watch, he missed it 
so much. But he made himself stay at the table with everyone else. 

“Aren’t you going to eat?” his mother asked. 

“T just did.” He smiled. “Later.” 


It became harder acting like everything was normal when Jam insisted upon 
appearing at Erec’s side every hour or so with meals and snacks for him. 
“Really,” he kept insisting, “I’m just not hungry yet. PI help myself.” 

It was also difficult to stay in the house at all. Now that Erec had the thought 
of visiting Homer, he was driven to go find him right away. He could not relax as 
a ghost, and just enjoy being around his loved ones. He still cared for them, but 
it was clear that he was here only for a purpose—to get his soul back, and maybe 
also to get the Master Shem back from Tarvos. Once he gave those ideas up he 
would be gone. It was like living one long, never-ending cloudy thought. 

Until now, being a ghost had seemed easier than being human. But being 
home made everything completely different. There was nothing he wanted more 
than to give his family big hugs, and even give Bethany a kiss. Simple things, 
like eating, breathing, and sleeping seemed amazing. Most of all, he wished he 
could just relax and enjoy life without being driven like a slave to continue a 
mission. 

If things went right, maybe he would be able to do all of those things again 
someday. But if they went wrong he might do awful things, hurt people, and 
have a horrifying afterlife... . He couldn’t let that happen. One way or another, 
he had to fix this. It was time to go. 

“Hey, look everyone. I have a chance to get my soul back, but I have to take 
care of a few things to do that. It won’t take long, but it’s really something I need 
to do by myself.” 

“What?” Erec could see that Bethany was hurt. She had felt rejected when he 
told her not to hug him, and now even more that he was about to head off on 
another adventure without her. It was supposed to be the two of them together, 


he knew. 

“Can I talk to you a minute alone, Bethany?” 

He led her into his room. One nice thing about being a ghost was that he 
knew exactly what she was thinking, and how to make her feel better. She sat on 
his bed and looked into his eyes, not seeing that he was any different. 

Erec stroked her hair lightly with his fingers. It certainly wasn’t something he 
would have done before he was a ghost, but he knew it was the right thing at the 
moment. “Sorry I didn’t want you to touch me before. Something happened to 
me when I was gone, and you’|I just have to trust that I’m going to try and make 
it better. But I’m not feeling good, and if anyone touches me it would be... 
bad.” He rushed ahead, cutting her off. “And I want you to know something else. 
No matter what happens to me from this point on, I love you.” 

Bethany’s face turned bright red, but Erec could see that she was glowing 
inside. He knew that it was not at all the kind of thing that he would have said 
when he was alive. But given that he was about to leave her again, possibly 
forever, it was what he needed to say now. 

“I... you know, I...” Bethany was struggling, not sure how she wanted to 
reply. 

“Hey. It’s okay. Don’t answer me. You’re my best friend, that’s all that has 
ever mattered. I’m really sorry that I have to do this alone. There is nothing on 
earth—nothing—that I would rather do than just spend time with you and my 
family. But all I can tell you is that I’m having something like a big, long cloudy 
thought. I just have to go take care of this. I will come back to you afterward, no 
matter what. And then I will tell you everything. Promise.” 

He could tell that she still was worried, but she felt much better about him 
leaving. “Okay, Erec. If it’s like a cloudy thought, then I understand. Just be 
careful. I’d hate to lose you. Okay?” 

Erec nodded, knowing that he was already lost. 


Before anyone else could stop him, Erec darted into the Port-O-Door and shut it 
behind him. In a flash he had tapped the spot on the Alypium map where King 
Piter’s castle once stood. The door opened into the house where he had recently 
lived with his father. In a flash, he whisked away the swatch of carpet that lay 
over the opening to the catacombs, and pulled the trapdoor open. Down a flight 
of stairs, around one corner then the next, Erec glided faster than he used to be 
able to run. He had known the way to this room even as a human; now there was 
no question. But this was the first time that he had come here to see Homer 
himself, not the Novikov Time Bender. 


In moments, he stood before the glimmering cloudlike being. “Welcome 
back, Erec.” Homer beamed. “It’s so good to see you here again.” Homer did not 
seem at all surprised that Erec was now a ghost. It was almost as if he had 
expected it all along. “I’m glad that you chose me to help you.” 

That sounded reassuring. Erec was not able to read Homer’s mind, so he said, 
“T guess you understand why I am here. I need to get my soul back so I don’t 
turn into some kind of evil spirit. Can you help me?” 

“Don’t worry, boy. There is a way for you.” He sighed. “I wish I could help 
you more, but my kind has made a vow not to interfere with humans. I can get 
around that a bit, I suppose, because you are not exactly human at this point. 
You’re a bit more like me. So PII help you a little. But you’re going to need to 
do most of the work yourself. 

“You have a few choices. There are other spirits like you who occupy 
different regions. Some of them may help you, others won’t. In order to get your 
soul back, you need to find a true friend. And he exists out there, but nowhere 
you would ever normally go. You need to discover places beyond in order to find 
what you seek—somewhere where there are lots of ghosts just like you. There 
are others in need of help, too. Those three thousand souls in bondage with the 
Furies all have the same sad story to tell that you do. 

“Right now, you know better than to force a living person to give their soul 
for you. But if you don’t act soon, you will become evil. And then you will 
likely do exactly that—bring an innocent human to the Furies, and take their soul 
from them. So take heed, and proceed with speed and caution.” 

“Pm trying—if I only knew what to do. Since I’ve become a ghost I can’t 
stop being on the move, anyway.” 

“I know. Your type of ghost is always in motion—unless what they have to do 
involves waiting. Ghosts in that situation usually become very unhappy. They 
are quite impatient.” 

Erec realized that Homer must be incredibly patient. He was always here, in 
this same spot. Erec thought about what Homer had told him. “You’re saying 
that I need to go somewhere where I can find other spirits, like me. Can you tell 
me where that is?” 

Homer paused. “I cannot tell you where to go. That is meddling too much.” 
He thought a moment, and smiled. “I suppose, however, that I could tell you 
where not to go. You should not look anywhere except for a place that is 
controlled by your worst enemy. That is the best that I can do.” 

It was time to move on. Erec sensed that Homer had said all that he would 
Say. 


CHAPTER NINE 
Fire and Destruction 





Erec’s DRIVE TO GET his soul back bordered on obsession. He had never felt this 


focused on anything when he had been alive. There was no need for sleep 
anymore, nor conversations, or anything else that would take him away from his 
goal. 

A place controlled by his worst enemy. That was easy—Thanatos Baskania, 
the Shadow Prince, was obviously the person who had been against him from the 
start. All of the others: the Stain triplets, the armies of Alypium and Aorth, even 
President Washington Inkle, all were mobilized under Baskania. The question 
was—what would Baskania have to do with spirits and ghosts? 

Maybe he had some stashed in his fortress in Jakarta—the place where 
Bethany had been held captive in the spring? A thought occurred to Erec—one 
that was very appealing. If he found Baskania now and spoke to him, Erec would 
be able to read his mind completely. He would be able to find out exactly where 
any spirits were being held. And, on top of that, he could actually see what his 
archenemy was planning. Maybe Erec could interfere with his strategies. 

That seemed to be the perfect answer. Erec had no fear of Baskania now— 
what could he do to Erec? Kill him? Seeing Baskania would actually be 
entertaining. Erec glided up the catacomb stairs back into the Port-O-Door. 


Straight to Jakarta, Indonesia. He knew where to park the door, nearby the cross 
streets of Jalan Kemang Raya and Jalan Bangka. Once there, he concentrated on 
tapping his toes against the ground to glide at a normal speed so he would not 
stand out in the crowd. The city was packed with people gathering at cafés and 
galleries, so he wasn’t too worried about strangers paying him too much 
attention. 

He was focusing on avoiding a group of people gathered around a food stall, 
and didn’t notice that a young man in a business suit was walking fast right 
toward him. They normally would have bumped shoulders, but the man was 
walking forcefully enough that he passed right through Erec. He turned around, 
in shock, to get a better look at Erec, so Erec bolted ahead faster to get out of his 
view. Oops. He would have to pay closer attention next time. 

Around the comer on Jalan Bangka, a signpost was perched on a neatly 
manicured lawn, reading WINDOWS TO THE SOUL—ONE STOP EYE CARE SHOP. It 
looked so quaint and innocent . . . how ironic that it was the portal to a horrifying 
fortress. Erec went inside. No longer would he have to worry about finding the 
right pair of glasses to show him where the doorway was to pass through to the 
fortress. As a ghost the way would be quite clear. 

The man working in the shop had medium brown hair, was medium height, 
average weight, and had average features. The only thing that stood out about 
him were the simple, plain glasses on his face. Even though Erec had seen him 
before, it took a minute to identify him—he was so unnoticeable that he seemed 
to even disappear behind his own glasses, blending in to the rows of glasses 
behind him. 

But the man recognized Erec immediately, and his face turned bright red. 
“Erec Rex! How dare you come back here again. Just because you got away the 
last time, don’t think you’re going to be so lucky now. I’m calling security!” 

Erec shrugged. “Go ahead. I’m going straight in to find Baskania anyway, so 
I don’t care.” He could tell that the man was terrified. Reading his mind, he 
could see that he had gotten in trouble, as had many other people, for letting 
Erec escape before. 

There was nothing Erec could do for him now. He looked around at the 
shelves of glasses, and spotted a hidden door in the wall behind a rack of glasses. 
He knew that it would not be visible to human eyes. This was obviously the way 
to get to the fortress. 

“Pardon me.” Erec smiled. He twisted open the doorknob, which was icy 
cold. Freezing wind flung the door back, blasting into the shop, and revealing a 
dark hallway. 

The man’s mouth hung open in shock. “I... how did you... ?” 


“See you later.” Erec winked, darting into the tunnel, slamming the door shut 
behind him. He swept through the long hallway at lightning speed into the light 
at the end. There was the beach that he remembered. It had seemed so hard to 
find a way across it the first time, with the ferocious phantom piranhas ready to 
devour any living thing. But Erec could fly himself now, so that would be no 
problem. Even if he did touch the water, no phantom piranhas could hurt him. 

When they had flown across before, there had been other horrible things to 
deal with. Erec remembered them now. Some of them would be no problem for 
him: the living things such as minotaurs, manticores, werewolves and 
wenwolves, lions, and tigers would pass right through him if they attacked. But 
Baskania was a fan of using the undead to guard his palace as well. He wondered 
if creatures like the zombies or the Vetalas—the horrific monsters that 
commanded and also ate the hordes of zombies—would be able to hurt him in 
any way. It seemed not. He already had lost his life and soul, what more was 
there to lose? 

There were other things as well that guarded the fortress: Specters were pure 
evil spirits; spirit warriors were once-human ghosts that had been trained to 
serve in Baskania’s army. And of course Shadow Demons, whose powers 
surpassed all of the others. Erec wondered if any of the spirit creatures could 
stop him now, but it didn’t seem that there was much they could do. 

He thought a moment about the specters. The ghostly creatures’ whole 
existence was evil. Was that what he was destined to become if he didn’t get his 
soul back? And the spirit warriors . . . they were ghosts like him. Why were they 
helping Baskania as their mission on earth? Had he worked a spell on them? Just 
to be safe, Erec would make sure that Baskania didn’t find out that he was a 
ghost. 

Suddenly Erec’s eyes flung wide open. Spirit warriors—weren’t they exactly 
what he was looking for? The golden ghost had said, “There are other spirits like 
you who occupy different regions. You need to look to places beyond in order to 
find what you seek.” Well, this fortress was a different region of the world. Were 
there other places that Erec needed to go to find more spirit warriors, or other 
kinds of spirits who might be able to help him? 

It was time to find out. Erec pushed against the sandy beach and sprung into 
the air. He soared over the dark, rippling waters, straight into the clouds. Turning 
a somersault in the air, he angled himself toward the other shore. It felt great to 
fly, even if the wind was blowing right through his body instead of against his 
skin. He touched down on the other side of a huge stone wall, in the midst of a 
pride of lions. Spotting him, a manticore rushed over with a growl. The thing 
raced straight through him several times until it lost interest. 


The black iron fortress looked surreal, like Baskania wanted it to be as 
intimidating as possible. Dark spikes covered every turret, post, and crooked 
Gothic roof peak. Terrifying gargoyles wagged their tongues at the creatures 
below. Towers jutted all over, each looking as if it held hostages, and creatures of 
all types swarmed through the air between them. 

Rows of zombies marched, unthinking, in circles around the palace, but Erec 
flew through them, untouched. He spied a disgusting Vetala, three rotting heads 
stacked atop one another under its black hooded cape. No problem to him now. 
He glided, untroubled, toward the front door of the fortress. As he grew closer, 
he knew that Baskania was inside. Before he talked to the Spirit Warriors, he had 
to get a glimpse into the mind of his enemy. 

He bounded up the outer steps to the pointed gothic stone archway that led to 
the huge wooden castle doors. Two black-cloaked Vetalas stood in front, talking. 
Erec recognized one as Master Vetu, the Vetala in charge of the rest. 

Master Vetu did not recognize him; however, he was delighted. “Well, well!” 
His middle head spoke to Erec, staring into him with piercing eyes. His low 
voice sounded slick and cold. “Look what we have here—fresh meat. How 
lovely. I was in need of a new head, this bottom one has seen its day.” The eyes 
in the Vetala’s top head spun wildly, giving it a crazed look. Its lower head was 
caving in, tongue sticking out and eyes darting around suspiciously. 

“PII take his hands,” the other Vetala said in a husky whisper. “Mine keep 
falling to bits. I want one of his legs, too, to eat.” 

Master Vetu nodded, looking at Erec appraisingly. “That will be fine. We 
seem to be the only ones to have spotted this boy. No reason to share with the 
rest. We’ll each take a leg, then.” His lower face began to drool all over its chin. 

Then Erec heard a sound that was more horrifying than anything else. It was a 
tiny baby crying. He looked around, as did the excited Vetalas. Lying on the 
stone ground next to them was an infant wrapped in a blue blanket. Erec could 
read the Vetala’s thoughts—each wanted to tear into the child with its teeth 
before the other could get a bite. But the child seemed to have no thoughts at all 
—likely it was too young. How had it gotten here? 

Master Vetu held up a hand. “The baby will be mine. You can start with this 
boy. Just make sure not to ruin his head.” 

The other Vetala swiped at Erec with a craggy clawed hand, but it passed 
right through him. The baby continued to cry, unnerving Erec completely. He 
had to get the poor thing to safety. 

Both Vetalas stared at him now, realizing that he was a ghost. Master Vetu, to 
make sure, shot a bolt of red lightning out of his bony hand, aimed at Erec. The 
red beam diverted and was absorbed straight into the Amulet of Virtues that 


hung around Erec’s neck. Not that Erec would have been hurt by the blast, but it 
was nice to know that his Amulet was still in working order. 

The creatures then turned their attention to the baby. In one bound, Erec 
swooped the poor thing up into his arms and leaped onto the roof. The Vetalas 
looked up at him, shaking their fists and drooling. 

The infant batted his blue eyes coyly at Erec and smiled. “Thanks, Erec, 
dear,” it said. 

Erec was so shocked he almost dropped the thing. This baby could talk? It 
looked like a newborn. How was that possible? 

“Oh, my, my, little Erec,” it said in a squeaky little voice. “You’ll never learn, 
will you?” 

“H-how did you know my name? Who are you?” This was the first time that 
Erec felt fear, as a ghost. 

“Pm your old friend. We met the last time that you were here, although I 
looked a little different then.” 

Erec immediately realized what he was holding. It was a Shadow Demon. 
The last time he was here—and the time he had met one in King Pluto’s 
dungeons—the thing had chosen to look like a mirror image of Erec himself. It 
could also, at will, look like any vicious or gruesome being it chose. 

The thing felt tingly in his fingers and he dropped it onto the roof tiles. “That 
wasn’t funny.” 

“Ouch,” the thing said, even though Erec knew that it felt no pain. “Don’t you 
know that it’s impolite to throw babies?” 

“You’re no baby. Do you think you’re going to stop me from talking to 
Baskania? Because I’m on a mission.” 

“I know exactly what mission you are on,” the Shadow Demon said. “I can 
read your little mind just as well as I could the last time. You never fail to amuse 
me, you know.” 

Erec remembered that the way to disarm a Shadow Demon was to simply 
walk right through the thing. The only way it tried to keep people from doing 
that was by frightening them, by making itself look like a Vetala or something 
awful. Well, nothing like that would frighten Erec as a ghost. Just to get it over 
with, he glided over the rooftop straight through the baby. 

The Shadow Demon did not even try to alter its appearance to frighten Erec 
away. Maybe it knew that Erec was past that now. 

Instead, the baby just laughed. “You are too much. Really.” It cackled harder, 
which sounded strange coming from a baby, giving Erec the chills. “What, do 
you think you can make me go away if you pass through me? Like you’re still 
human or something? That would only keep me from eating a human. But you 


don’t have much to eat, now, do you?” 

“So, you can’t do anything to me now, then?” 

“Oh, I didn’t say that.” The baby winked. 

Erec was confused. If only he could read the thoughts of this thing like he 
could read humans. “I’m going to go find Baskania now. Have a good day.” 

“Oh, I will. Pm going to have an excellent day. It’s always fun when you 
visit. Feel free to speak to the Shadow Prince. I’ll be going with you, if you don’t 
mind. Kind of part of my job, you know.” 

Part of his job? What was his job? Erec remembered that the Shadow Demon 
alerted Baskania that intruders were there. That was no issue now—Erec wasn’t 
hiding. 

But there was one problem that occurred to him. The Shadow Demon knew 
something that he was hiding from Baskania—that Erec was a ghost. 

“Bingo,” the baby said. “It doesn’t take you too long, does it? I mean, for a 
human at least.” 

“Hey, could you not mention that to Baskania? I mean, he doesn’t need to 
know that I’m dead. I’d just like to find out a few things from him, and keep that 
to myself, okay?” 

The baby opened its mouth and a snake tongue darted out. It stretched its jaws 
wider, and a fat snake with red and black stripes oozed out. After about six feet 
of snake had appeared, the rest of the baby morphed into a pale rattle at the end 
of its tail. The snake hissed, “You want me to keep your sssssecret, then? Why 
should I do that? I have made an agreement with the Ssssshadow Princsssss, you 
know.” 

“T understand. But you are your own boss. Why help that guy out when you 
can help a fellow ghost?” 

“You’re not a fellow anything to me,” the snake hissed. “A deal is a deal, and 
fun is fun, you know.” 

“Please. [ll trade you for anything I have. Do you want this Amulet of 
Virtues?” Erec had no need for the amulet. As a ghost he could never be king. 
And if he ever became human again he’d be happy to give quests up forever if 
he could get his soul back. 

“Thanks for offering me ssssomething entirely usssselessss. I will make a 
trade, though, for that lovely Twrch Trwyth, and the three Awen that are left in 
it.” 

Erec did not have to read the Shadow Demon’s mind to know that the Twrch 
Trwyth would give the thing far too much power. The Awen were strong enough 
to have an effect on even the three Furies. 

“Have it your way, then.” The snake sprouted wings and flew in circles 


through the air around Erec’s head. 

Erec tried to ignore it and go on his way to find Baskania. It really didn’t 
matter if the snake blew his cover, anyway. It wasn’t like the human Baskania 
could do anything to hurt him now that he was already dead. He had to find out 
where Baskania was keeping all of the spirits, and also what his plans were. That 
was the only important thing. That was why he had to come here, after all. 

Erec could hear the snake laughing as he sailed down to the fortress gate. 


It was easy to find Baskania—Erec could sense exactly where to go. He leaped 
to the front door of the castle, the Vetalas swinging around in a fury. Ignoring 
them, he passed right through the wooden door. 

Inside, he glided down hallways and up staircases with no effort. He tried to 
keep his pace within the norm for a human, just in case he could keep his cover. 
Around corners and down hallways—Erec could not wait to face his enemy now 
that he was the one with all of the power. 

The flying snake hovered right behind his shoulder the whole way. Erec 
finally flung open the wooden doorway to the room where Baskania was. 
Hundreds of candles glittered through the huge gold leaf—painted room. Ornate 
paintings and tapestries decorated the walls. Baskania sat behind a polished 
wooden desk, carved with gargoyles and Minotaurs. His face had stretched wide 
to fit twenty-six eyes, all of which gazed at Erec with surprise. 

After a moment, his face began to morph. Eyes in the lower half sunk into his 
skin, forming deep pits. It was nauseating, like his face had become a sick 
version of Swiss cheese. Then his skin flattened over the pits to create a smooth 
expanse of skin. A wide area caved in, cracking across the lower part, until it 
broke into a sharp, thin-lipped mouth, stretching into a cruel smile. 

“What a welcome surprise! I am delighted to see you here, Erec. I’m curious 
how you made it through my fortress, but I’m sure that I’ll find out soon. What 
can I do for you?” 

Erec glanced at the Shadow Demon, wondering if he was going to tell 
Baskania right away that Erec was a ghost. But the floating snake seemed 
content to wait and watch. “I wanted to talk to you, that’s all.” 

Erec felt something pushing against his mind, his thoughts. The sensation was 
coming from Baskania, he was sure, but he couldn’t tell what it was. It was 
almost as if his enemy was trying to enter his space without even moving— 
probably trying to read his mind. Whatever he was doing, though, Erec could tell 
that it wasn’t working very well. 

When he focused on Baskania’s thoughts, he had a harder time reading them 


compared to other humans. It was as if Baskania had a shield around him. But he 
was able to make out a few things. Baskania was confused as to why he could 
not read Erec’s mind. He was guessing that Erec had learned some magic to 
protect himself, or was wearing an amulet or charm. He was also hoping that 
Erec had come to hand over his scepter. He wanted that badly. And he also 
planned to take Erec’s dragon eyes before Erec left. 

Erec laughed, thinking how disappointed Baskania would be if he learned that 
Erec had no dragon eyes at all now. 

Baskania looked surprised that Erec laughed. “I see that things are different 
with you now, my friend. Why don’t you sit and talk to me a while. I’m sure we 
have a lot to learn from each other.” His lips curved in a tight smile. 

Erec nodded and sat down. “Just so you know, I’m not going to be giving you 
my scepter.” Erec could sense Baskania’s crushing frustration. It felt good to be 
able to upset his enemy with no fear of what might happen. 

Baskania seemed to realize Erec’s lack of fear, which added to his anger. He 
tried to suppress it until he learned more. “We’ll worry about that scepter later. 
Pd like to hear what you’ve been up to. It’s obvious you have changed a bit 
since we saw each other last.” 

“I suppose so.” Erec shrugged. He could feel the pushing again from 
Baskania trying to read his mind, and then sense more of his frustration when it 
didn’t work. “I’ve gone through some interesting things lately. You can say I’ve 
learned a lot. I just visited my friends, the Furies. They gave me a pretty 
powerful gift.” He paused, letting Baskania’s curiosity and excitement build. 
Erec enjoyed rubbing in that the Furies were not under Baskania’s control. More 
than that, they were helping Erec now—and it was driving Baskania wild with 
jealousy. Everything that Erec had said was true, but Baskania had no idea what 
he was referring to. 

It was not a feeling that the Shadow Prince was used to. Erec could hear his 
voice crack. “What was the gift, Erec?” 

“Their last gift?” He shrugged, watching all of Baskania’s eyes widen with 
envy and resentment. “That’s between me and them.” 

“So ... the Furies are beholden to you now? You gave your soul to release 
them from Tartarus, right? And now they owe you.” A look of realization hit 
him. “That should have been me they owed their freedom to. I had thought you 
would never make it out of there alive. I mean .. . I’m happy for you.” Baskania 
revolved between bitterness and real excitement—thinking of how he could use 
Erec for even more things now. Erec wished he could read Baskania’s mind 
easier so he could see everything that he was planning. 

“Thanks.” Erec shrugged, trying to look bored. As interesting as this was, he 


needed to find out the answers to his own questions, so he’d have to be more 
direct. Even if Baskania didn’t answer, Erec could read his mind and find out 
what he needed to know. “So, where do you keep your ghosts and spirits?” 

“Where do I what?” Baskania was truly confused. Erec could see an answer 
shape in his mind, along with the fact that he wasn’t going to tell Erec anything. 
“What ghosts and spirits are you talking about?” 

Erec concentrated and could see that there was indeed a place where 
countless ghosts like him were kept by Baskania. They were being trained to 
fight, and turned into spirit warriors. Baskania was thinking about them silently, 
and his thoughts were clear enough. A number of the spirits had been humans 
who were sacrificed to the three Furies, and this group had no souls anymore: 
These unfortunates were in the process of turning into evil specters—Erec was 
right. That was exactly what he was bound to turn into if he did not get his soul 
back soon. 

But where exactly were they kept? Erec had to try to keep Baskania’s mind 
focused on them. “You know the spirits I’m talking about. What are you doing 
with them? Where are you keeping them?” 

He got a flash of an answer, but it wasn’t complete. Somewhere in another 
realm. That’s what the golden ghost had been alluding to. It was someplace they 
could not escape from. Where was it? 

Baskania squinted with all of his eyes. “Why are you asking me this? Did the 
Furies send you? Do they want the spirits for themselves?” 

That seemed the perfect answer to give to Baskania. Maybe it would frighten 
him into letting those poor ghosts go. So he nodded. “Yes, the Furies want them 
all. You have to let them go, and give them all to me.” 

Baskania just stared at him, probing. Erec knew that he was suspicious. If 
only Erec could tell exactly where the spirits were... 

“Where are you holding them?” he asked. “How far away are they?” 

That did the trick. The answer entered Baskania’s mind—the spirits were 
housed in a zone in the Earth’s atmosphere that was separated from the rest of 
our world. Baskania himself had created it to trap these beings—it was 
inescapable to them. It amazed Erec when he saw the place in the Shadow 
Prince’s mind. Baskania had a complete understanding of spirits—and so many 
other things as well. He would have been wise, were he not so twisted from 
greed and power. 

The spirit zone was called the Hinternom, and it was accessible only through 
a trapdoor here at the fortress in Jakarta. Innocent spirits were led to the door and 
sucked through by its special magic. Once inside the Hinternom, the only way 
for the spirits to ever leave was to learn to fight, and to accept Baskania as their 


master. 

Well, now Erec knew not to go to the room with the trapdoor. If he didn’t 
choose to go there on his own, there was no way that any human could force 
him. He wondered how the other spirits had been misled. Wouldn’t they have 
been able to read the mind of the human who was planning to trick them? Maybe 
Baskania was the one that did it. He could hide some of his thoughts. 

Baskania tapped a sharp fingernail against his desk. “I don’t think the Furies 
want those spirits, Erec. I don’t think they have any need for them at all. In fact, 
I feel that you are lying to me. You have met with the Furies, and they are 
beholden to you. But you are lying about the ghosts.” Erec could feel the 
pushing from Baskania harder now. Some of his probes were actually entering 
Erec’s space, although nowhere close to working. Erec cleared his mind and 
Baskania’s efforts failed completely. 

Since Baskania used his mind-reading skills to intimidate people, Erec 
decided to turn the tables. “I see that you keep the spirits in the Hinternom. You 
created that place yourself. Congratulations. It must have been hard work.” 

Erec’s comments worked better than he had expected. Fear flooded his 
enemy. Baskania was convinced that Erec had developed powers and 
connections with the Substance that were far beyond his own abilities for the 
first few hundred years of his life. He thought he would be no match for Erec 
now, that it was too late to dispose of him, and that his plans were foiled. 

It was satisfying to hear those thoughts, so Erec smiled, increasing Baskania’s 
fear even more. Then a slick smile took over the Shadow Prince’s face. “Erec, 
I’m impressed with you. Really. I admit—as you know, I once felt at odds with 
you. I wanted things that you had—your scepter, your dragon eyes. But you have 
gained so much power. You are a bright learner, obviously, and a worthy ally. As 
you can see, it would be best for us to be friends, rather than waste our time and 
efforts trying to destroy each other. I hope you agree.” He folded his hands 
peacefully before him. 

Erec could tell that all traces of fear had left Baskania. He was doing a good 
job at hiding his thoughts now that he knew Erec was listening to them. “I don’t 
know.” Erec tapped his chin. “Why don’t you tell me what you’re planning and 
PII decide.” 

“Of course.” Baskania nodded. “Well, my plans are changing as I’m getting a 
chance to know the new you. Up until now I had planned on using the triplets, 
Balor, Damon, and Dollick, to rule the Kingdoms of the Keepers. As you know, 
this is a natural progression as I myself created these worlds. Of course my three 
cloned sons should be the crown princes. But, of course, those boys are not me 
—not nearly. Two of the three are atrocious failures. The cloning job was awful, 


to say the least. Needless to say, the doctor that did the procedure has been 
disposed of. He used laser slices from me to create the boys—the slice for 
Damon obviously went through too much bone. Dollick was cut from my 
stomach—I had just eaten lamb for dinner. 

“But why waste my time with those three when you and I could rule together? 
You will keep your own scepter, and wield it as you like. Together we will make 
sure that the world works the way that it should. It will be ours to command. Just 
think ... you would have everything you ever wanted.” 

As Baskania said that, images entered Erec’s mind that filled him with 
delight. The scepter would be his! Even as a ghost, Baskania’s words were able 
to lead his mind like a dog on a leash. He did want those things. And maybe 
Baskania would be a good friend to him after all. 

A small bit of reason in the back of Erec’s head tried to push those thoughts 
away, but it was difficult. He tried to remember his reasons for not liking 
Baskania. He had lied to Erec before. But it was hard not to trust him now. Erec 
could see it perfectly: the Shadow Prince and himself, the Moon Prince, ruling 
the world. Wasn’t that what the Hermit had called Erec once—the Moon Prince? 
He had said Erec was “Reflecting the light of the Sun King, and held by the 
gravity of the Fates,” whatever that meant. 

Thinking about the Hermit brought a little sense into his mind. What would 
the Hermit say about this idea? Probably that Erec was crazy. He tried to fight 
off the temptations that Baskania had put into his head, but it was becoming 
harder. The Shadow Prince’s words were so appealing. .. . 

“Erec,” Baskania said, softly. “I don’t want to harm you. I want to work with 
you. But I’d like you to help me with a few things first, if that’s okay with you.” 

Erec nodded. “Of course, anything would be okay.” He could tell that 
Baskania was trying to control his thoughts, but even though he could see it 
clearly, it was still working. 

Baskania smiled. “Let’s start with those dragon eyes. I need them to help get 
us where we want to go. More power for the two of us, you know.” 

Erec did know. It was what he wanted too. Power to use his scepter, power to 
rule, power to make people see how great he really was. Giving Baskania his 
dragon eyes was a small thing, really. “I don’t have them here, though,” Erec 
said. They’re . .. somewhere else.” 

“Not here?” Baskania looked confused. All at once, Erec’s good feelings 
screeched to a halt. “I don’t understand. They are not attached to your eyes 
anymore? Where are you keeping them?” 

Groggy, coming out of a haze, it was hard for Erec to remember why he was 
here. Should he tell Baskania the truth? It seemed safer not to, but he wasn’t sure 


why. “I... don’t know.” He reached up to rub his eyes, then set his hands back 
down again when he realized that his eyes felt nothing. “I don’t need them right 
now.” 

Erec could feel the pushing again of Baskania trying to read his mind, and he 
started to come back to his senses. Baskania had brainwashed him. A mere 
human had so much control over the Substance that he was able to overpower a 
ghost. Then again, Baskania had created the Hinternom, and even the entire 
Kingdoms of the Keepers, by using the Substance. 

But there were still some things he could not do, and one of them was to read 
Erec’s mind right now. Which was good, because Erec was starting to worry. He 
had to figure out what to do about the Hinternom and get out of here before 
Baskania pulled any more tricks. No wonder the giggling Shadow Demon 
behind him was having so much fun watching them—Erec had learned a lesson. 

At least his dragon eyes and scepter were far away, safe. His dragon eyes 
were protected in his dead body, and he had sent the scepter away with a spell 
designed to make sure that he could not call it back on his own. 

The pushing got harder, and Erec could feel a ray pierce through his thoughts. 
“Tt’s hard to tell what you are thinking, Erec. But I can see that it has to do with 
your scepter. Where are you keeping it?” 

Erec shrugged. “I don’t know. It’s gone.” He cleared his mind to stop 
Baskania’s probing. 

“There are ways of making you talk.” Baskania stroked a silver eye sitting on 
his desk, its pupil a hole with black coal inside. It looked like it was staring at 
Erec. “But I’d rather you just told me on your own, friend.” 

The good feelings about Baskania started to return. Erec tried to fight them, 
but it was hard. Maybe he should tell Baskania how to call Erec’s scepter back. 
It wasn’t hard to do. Erec just needed help from someone else, and Baskania 
would be glad to do it. 

He remembered the command that he had given his scepter months ago. King 
Piter and he both had a hard time resisting its temptation, and it was starting to 
destroy them. He had to send it away and make sure that he could not bring it 
back on his own. So he had told it, Scepter, I want you to get lost. Stay far away 
from human beings, and don’t come back to me until someone else tells me I am 
ready for you. Baskania could do that for him, now, if Erec just told him what to 
say. ... 

“I can see that you’re thinking about the scepter, why you sent it away . . .” 
Baskania was concentrating. 

Erec tried to make his mind blank, but he wasn’t sure why. Oh, yes. It was the 
scepter. He had to keep it away. But why? He wished that he had it now. It would 


feel so good to hold it again, feel its power again. Wielding it would make him 
stronger than the Shadow Prince. Maybe he would show Baskania a thing or 
two. Then they could rule together—but with Erec in charge. Yes. That was it. 

Wait! His common sense fought back. He wasn’t ready for the scepter. It 
would destroy him. What was he thinking? 

Baskania got a glint in some of his eyes. “You are telling yourself that you are 
not ready to handle the scepter yet. But that is not true, Erec. You are ready. You 
are ready to use your scepter right now.” 

That was exactly what had to be said to bring it back—did Baskania know? In 
a flash, the golden scepter appeared in Erec’s hands. Its power instantly 
overwhelmed him. As a human, touching the thing gave him a feeling of warmth 
and security. Using it created electric waves of power. But as a ghost, holding it 
was exhilarating. He could feel his own power amplify by multitudes. It was as 
if he and the scepter were one, it had become a part of his being. There was 
nothing he could not do now. 

Baskania’s eyes widened in shock, and then greed. “That’s a good boy, Erec. 
You listened to me, then, and called your scepter here.” Baskania had no idea 
that it was he himself who called the scepter to Erec. With his magnified power, 
Erec could see through Baskania easily. He had all kinds of plots and ideas, and 
he was so obsessed with them that he was always in a kind of pain. From where 
Erec sat now, holding all of the power in the world in his hands, Baskania 
seemed like a lost little boy. 

The Shadow Prince frowned. “I can’t see what you are thinking at all now, 
Erec. But I’d like to hold that scepter for a minute, okay? I really admire it.” 

“No!” Erec pulled it close to his chest. “I just got it back. I need to keep it for 
a while.” He knew that he would never let it part from him again. Why had he 
given it up before? It was rightfully his. Of course he was ready for it. Why not? 
They had things to do together. So many things... 

“T see.” Baskania looked thoughtful. “Would you like to show me what you 
can do with that beautiful piece of gold? I think I’m a good audience.” 

“Sure.” Erec wanted to try something impressive. “Watch this.” 

Fire, he thought. Fire was striking. He would turn himself into a blazing fire. 
Scepter, do as I command! 

Before Baskania’s eyes, Erec burst into flames. He grew larger and larger, 
orange, yellow, and red melding together into an inferno that was roughly the 
shape of his body. The ceiling was not an obstacle in his way—he burned right 
through it and up several other floors of the fortress, making people run, 
screaming. It felt so good to be back again, he thought. This is what he was 
meant to be—free and on top of the world. 


Erec tilted his head back and laughed, fire streaming from his mouth. It shot 
out of his fingertips, and he slashed at the building around him. The destruction 
felt wonderful—a release of all of his tensions. Why hadn’t he tried this before? 
It took a moment to realize that he felt so good that he might never return to his 
normal form again. Why not stay a permanent blaze of fire? But that didn’t seem 
right, somehow, so he forced himself to appear as a boy again, and made the fire 
stop. 

Seated again, Erec looked around in amazement at the devastation. Had he 
really done this? It hadn’t seemed to matter when he was made of fire, but he felt 
concerned. He should fix it again. 

But with the whirl of a finger, Baskania had already restored the fortress to its 
original appearance. His eyes were gleaming. “Did you see that? I can’t believe 
the power I will have.” He closed his eyes and took a breath. 

An intense feeling of trust for Baskania took over Erec. They were best 
friends. There was nobody who cared about him except for the Shadow Prince. It 
would always be the two of them together. The sentiments that he had had before 
paled in comparison to what he felt now. Baskania and Erec would be together, 
against the rest of the world, forever. And it felt so right. So much more right 
now that the scepter was back with him again. 

Erec could feel something change inside of him. This feeling was too good, 
too intense, to ever forget. This was what he would always want now. To rule, 
with Baskania, his ally, at his side. Together, they would never be stopped. 


CHAPTER TEN 
The Hinternom 





“Tar was WONDERFUL.” Baskania was rubbing his palms together. Erec could 
tell that he was practically drooling for the scepter. “Can I try something with it 
now?” 

“No, you can’t.” Erec caressed the gemstudded gold. “It’s only for me. But I 
can do things for you if you want my help.” 

“That’s nice.” Baskania cocked an eyebrow. “I like to hear that, friend. I 
could use a helper like you. It would also be nice to try using it myself—just 
once. How about that, Erec? Would you share it with me one time?” 

A wave of kindness and trust overwhelmed Erec, and he felt happier than he 
could remember. He was here with his two best friends ever—Baskania and his 
scepter. It was like a big, happy family. Because of how he felt, he was even 
moved to be generous. “I will share it with you. Once. But not now. It might be a 
few weeks before I am ready.” 

Baskania looked questioningly at the Shadow Demon who was still hovering 
in the air as a snake behind Erec. 

Erec did not care anymore what the Shadow Demon said to Baskania. He was 
stronger than both of them put together. He could see that Baskania was asking 
for help, that he wanted Erec’s scepter for himself. Well, who wouldn’t? Erec 
wasn’t angry with him. As powerful and connected with the Substance as he 
was, Baskania was still only human. Erec had far surpassed that now. 

Poor Baskania. Just like a child, Erec thought. Baskania was ashamed to have 


to rely on the Shadow Demon; he wanted to be in control by himself. But Erec 
was too powerful. Erec wanted to take Baskania under his wing and help him 
feel better. He would give him anything that he could, really. Just not the scepter. 
Not yet. 

The Shadow Demon snake did a few somersaults in the air, and then morphed 
into a replica of Baskania, wearing the identical black cape and business suit. 
“Well, you see, it’s like this,” the Shadow Demon Baskania said to the other who 
was seated behind the desk. “Things are not as they seem. The reason that this . . 
. thing in front of you does not have dragon eyes is—” 

“—It’s not Erec!” Baskania shouted. “How could I not have seen that? Erec 
Rex would never be this powerful. But who could it be, then? And how did it get 
Erec’s scepter?” 

The new Baskania shook his head. “Not so simple. This is not someone else. 
It is still Erec, in a sense. But not in the sense that you think.” The Shadow 
Demon seemed to enjoy playing with Baskania. 

“What do you mean?” Baskania was getting impatient, but did not want to 
raise his voice to the Shadow Demon. 

“Simple.” The Shadow Demon laughed. “This is his ghost. Erec Rex is dead.” 

Baskania’s eyes widened. “Of course! How could I not have seen this 
before?” He looked Erec over in wonder. “This is amazing. Perfect! Where is the 
body?” 

“Right here.” Before Erec could read Baskania’s mind, his own body 
appeared on the floor before him, perfectly preserved. In his arms lay the scepter 
—an identical version to the one in Erec’s hands. Erec was confused for a 
moment. Two scepters? But it seemed like they were the same one. ... 

In a flash, the scepter was out of the arms of his dead body on the ground and 
in Baskania’s grasp. At the same time, the one in Erec’s hands disappeared. 

Baskania held the gold scepter, stroking it and gazing at it with wonder. “This 
is wonderful. Much better than Pluto’s scepter. We are going to be such good 
friends, you and I.” 

Erec’s jaw hung open. How did that happen? He was holding his scepter tight 
—how could it disappear from his grasp like that? Baskania’s mind was 
completely unreadable now—although Erec was sure he knew what his enemy 
was thinking. He would be reveling in the same power that Erec had felt just 
moments before. Except with Baskania’s strength, the power of the scepter 
would be magnified even more. 

What had he done? He had handed the most powerful object in the world to 
someone who would use it for destruction. If only Erec still had it . . . he would 
use it for good. In fact, right now he would lock Baskania up in a place he could 


never escape from. 

But a horrible thought occurred to Erec. When he did have the scepter, he 
hadn’t used it for good at all—had he? What had he done with it? Not create 
food for the hungry, or even rescue the spirits locked away in the Hinternom. 
Instead he turned himself into fire and ruined the fortress. And he enjoyed it too. 

The scepter was going to make Baskania far more destructive than he already 
was. And Erec was helpless now to stop it. 

Baskania tore his eyes from his prize and walked to Erec’s body on the floor. 
“Where did you find this thing?” 

The Shadow Demon Baskania yawned. “It was in one of the Diamond Minds’ 
pits in Argos. Erec had been keeping it there, in case he ever made it back alive 
again.” 

Baskania giggled with delight. “How perfect! Pl take those dragon eyes now. 
Then [Il have everything!” 

There was a tugging feeling, and then everything in the room got a little 
darker. Erec could still see—but he realized that was only because he was a 
ghost. The eyes that had been in his dead body were now gone. Baskania pulled 
an eye patch off of his face, revealing a deep pit. “I’ve kept this waiting, because 
I just knew I would get what I wanted some day. Now is the time!” He pushed 
the dragon eye into the hole, and looked around the room with it. “Wonderful! 
It’s attaching already. I can feel the power in it—and it’s even stronger because I 
have the scepter. Nothing can stop me now!” 

Erec was horrified. He had made this happen by coming here. How stupid had 
he been? What conceit! In a single swipe, Erec had ruined—no, ended—the 
whole world. Baskania would surely devastate everything now. 

As Erec watched in horror, Baskania grew larger, at least a foot taller and 
wider. Erec had a bad feeling that it was not something he was trying to do—he 
could have easily changed his size before. More likely it was a side effect of the 
enormous strength coursing through his body now. 

Baskania’s voice reverberated through the room. “Thank you, Erec Rex. I 
could not have asked more of you.” 

Baskania kicked Erec’s dead body. Something jiggled around its neck, and 
Baskania stooped over it. “Wait a minute, here. What’s this?” He held up the 
Amulet of Virtues. “This annoying thing has got in my way one time too many. 
It will be mine now.” Baskania tried to remove the Amulet without success. At 
least that was one thing that he would not be able to take—a powerful spell kept 
it on its wearer. 

Baskania snarled. “This thing is no match for us!” He tipped the scepter 
toward it and in a moment Erec’s Amulet of Virtues was in his hand. “And look 


at this.” He poked at the Twrch Trwyth—the small glass boar-shaped vial with 
the three Awen left hanging on it. “This is my lucky day! How many more gifts 
will I receive?” In a moment, both the Amulet and the Trwyth vial hung around 
his neck. 

Erec’s heart sank. This was the worst mistake he had ever made. As a spirit he 
was no wiser than he had been when he was alive. In fact, he felt like a complete 
idiot. He deserved something horrible to happen to him. 

There had to be some way to fix things. Was there anyone else who could get 
the scepter, dragon eyes, and Twrch Trwyth away from Baskania? No—there 
was no match for the Shadow Prince. Erec would have to warn his family that 
they had to go into hiding. Not that there was anywhere to hide now. 

The damage was done, and there was no fixing it. He had to move on and find 
the Hinternom in the atmosphere—even though he had completely messed up, 
he still had a mission. He would search for a way into the thing, and maybe even 
crack it open so he could save the poor, trapped spirits inside. 

Baskania laughed with glee. “I don’t think so, Erec Rex. You will never 
escape. You are my guest now. I owe you so much for all of these wonderful 
gifts that you have given to me today. Pll repay the favor by putting you 
somewhere safe, where nothing will ever harm you again. In fact, it’s exactly 
where you want to go.” 

He cackled, pointing in the air. A fine silver net dropped over Erec. Erec tried 
to move, but the net held him still. It seemed ghost-proof. Was this how 
Baskania had forced the other spirits into the trapdoor that led to the Hinternom? 

“On your way, then, Erec.” Snickering, Baskania pointed his scepter at Erec. 
Erec jumped to his feet. On their own, his knees shot up high, one at a time, and 
he marched himself out of the room, the net still around him. Leaving behind 
Baskania and the Shadow Demon who looked like him, Erec marched like a 
puppet down the hall and up several flights of stairs. He knew where he was 
heading—and there was nothing at all that he could do about it. 

Down another hallway, he moved as commanded to the destined room. His 
hand shot up, opened the door, and he walked inside and shut it behind him. Erec 
could feel the suction from the trapdoor even before he opened it. Please, he 
thought. Let there be a way to escape. If I’m trapped, I wont even be able to 
warn my family of Baskania’s new power. I’ll never be able to say good-bye. 

But his own hand reached down and yanked the trapdoor open. In a second, 
his entire being was sucked inside, and the door slammed shut behind him. 


Spirits surrounded him. Some were walking on a surface that seemed like the 


ground, although Erec knew that they were far above the clouds. Most of the 
others, like Erec, floated, adrift. This was the end, then. He would be trapped 
with them forever. He remembered from reading Baskania’s thoughts—the only 
way for a spirit to ever leave the Hinternom was to learn to fight and accept 
Baskania as their master. Erec would never do either of those things. His time 
was done. 

It was a small consolation that he would be locked away here forever. At least 
when he turned evil—and that would probably be sooner than later after that 
experience with the scepter—he wouldn’t cause people harm. How could he 
have come to this end? It seemed so awful, so unfair. But he knew deep down 
that he deserved his fate. Everyone else here was an innocent victim. Only Erec 
should be imprisoned for eternity. 


Floating. 
Floating. 
Floating. 


Floating. 


Floating. 


It was impossible to say how much time had gone by. Erec didn’t even care. All 
around him, spirits were floating, drifting aimlessly and depressed. A few 
occasionally tried to break through the barrier of the Hinternom, beating 
themselves tirelessly against the borders. Others decided to take the only real 
route out—warfare training with the generals. These spirits were learning to use 
weapons, as well as fighting techniques and magic. Erec barely cared to watch 
or listen to what was going on. He would never swear allegiance to Baskania— 
or leave this place again. 

As far as he knew, life on Earth had already ended. King Piter had told him 
once that if Baskania got ahold of the scepter—or Erec’s dragon eyes—he would 
destroy the world with them. If that was the case, everything might already be 
gone. It was too upsetting to think about. 


Floating. 


Erec overheard spirits talk about how they were required to take a pill before 
being allowed to leave. It was a kind of assignment module that linked them into 


a gigantic structure commanded by Baskania. The pill made it impossible for 
any of the spirits to disobey. What a nightmare, Erec thought. Baskania’s 
completely tied things up. What a mess. 


Floating. 


Specters whizzed through the crowd of spirits. Erec cringed when he saw them. 
They were what he was destined to become. Unlike the spirit trainees, the 
specters did their own thing, knocking crowds of spirits on their sides and 
banging heads together. At one point he saw a specter destroy a bunch of 
weapons in the hands of Spirit Warriors just as they were leaving the Hinternom. 
One pulled a few finished trainees back through the door just as they were about 
to be set free. The specters were released at odd times out from the Hinternom. 
Even though they were untrained, they were still given a pill so that they would 
be forced to follow commands. Erec hoped that he would be able to resist that 
pill when the time came. Ending his life as an evil specter in the servitude of his 
worst enemy was the worst fate he could have. 


Floating. 


It was getting harder to think. Erec was stuck in a deep haze of sadness and 
regret. But something was making him look around. What was it? He heard 
something. ... 

“Erec! Erec Rex!” 

Someone was calling him? Who would know him here? Maybe one of the 
ghosts had lived in Alypium and had seen him walking around. They probably 
hated him. Wasn’t worth paying attention to... 

“Erec—I know that’s you. What are you doing here?” 

The voice sounded familiar. Erec looked around again. Spirits floated in all 
directions, looking human in form but having no substance. 

One of them drifted in front of his face. “I know that’s you, Erec. It is, isn’t 
it? Can you answer me?” 

It was somebody that Erec did know . . . it was Spartacus Kilroy! His old 
friend, and his father’s prior AdviSeer. Spartacus might not have been the best 
AdviSeer, but he would do anything for the people he cared about. It had been 
awful when Spartacus died—Baskania had made it happen. He tried to give 
Spartacus’s soul to the Furies in trade for favors. Luckily Erec had stopped that 
from happening, but he wasn’t able to save Spartacus’s life. 


Erec nodded, and Spartacus threw an arm around him. “I thought that was 
you. It was hard to tell without your eyes. .. .” 

Erec forgot that he would look eyeless now that Baskania had taken them 
from his body. But he tried not to think about it. It was great to see a familiar 
face, even in this awful place. “What are you doing here? I thought you would be 
wherever spirits normally go... .” 

Spartacus shrugged sadly. “I did too. After I saw you last, I returned to my 
farm and helped Artie and Kyron get squared away taking care of the mess 
there.” He laughed. “That was a little crazy. But I finished my goal, to get the 
farm taken care of. And then I just waited to go wherever spirits go. I had no 
idea what would happen to me next. Soon I felt someone calling me. I figured 
that I should follow it. And you can guess where that led me—right to 
Baskania’s fortress. 

“When I got there, there was a long line of ghosts that had heard the 
summons as well. We all still thought it must be the next step in passing from 
this world. Why else would so many of us be called there? So we waited 
patiently for our turn, with no idea that Baskania was sending us through that 
trapdoor into this place. He did a good job at hiding his thoughts—I didn’t know 
what was going on. Later, in here, I heard that a few spirits who caught on and 
tried to escape were captured with a silver net and dragged here anyway. Every 
now and then another huge dump of spirits pours in here, and I know that 
Baskania’s put another call out.” 

Erec shook his head. “At least you have a good excuse for being here. I was 
stupid—lI practically walked here of my own free will.” Erec told Spartacus how 
he had lost his soul, and then his life. “So it’s hopeless now. I’ve given Baskania 
everything .. . and I’m doomed to become a specter. I’ve failed completely.” 

Spartacus looked overwhelmed. “I can’t believe it, Erec. I just can’t... .” He 
searched Erec’s face. “We have to figure a way out of here. I thought it was 
hopeless. You know how I feel about Baskania—I’II never be his servant again. I 
was sure that I’d stay in here forever, until I saw you.” 

“What?” Erec raised an eyebrow. “Why do you think seeing me changes that? 
It’s even more hopeless now . . . if that’s possible.” 

“But it’s not.” Spartacus looked excited. “There are two of us. I was all alone 
before, but having someone on my side—now there’s hope. One thing I’ve 
learned from you, Erec, is that anything is possible.” 

“T wish I felt that way.” Even though Erec felt terrible, he was glad to have 
found a connection to his past life. Kilroy was right, it seemed to give him some 
kind of hope. But he didn’t want to fool himself. There was no way out of this 
place. 


Erec and Spartacus spent most of their time watching Spirit Warriors train and 
eventually leave the Hinternom. Talking about the past was too painful. But 
even if they had nothing to share, Erec had to admit that it was nice to have a 
friend. 

The longer they watched the others leave, the more tempting it became to do 
the same thing so that they could get out. Staying in the Hinternom was not just 
boring, it was excruciating. Every ounce of Erec wanted to continue with his 
mission to regain his soul. Spartacus, too, was drawn to leave and find his final 
resting place. 

“Do you think we could fake it?” Spartacus asked. “I mean, we could do the 
training, learn how to use the weapons and the magic. There has to be a way to 
avoid swallowing that pill. If we get out of here without it, we’d be free.” 

It sounded good, but how could they do it? “We have to watch exactly how 
the Spirit Warriors leave here, and what happens when they take the pills. Maybe 
we can figure out a way!” All of a sudden, it felt like the weight of the world 
was lifted off of Erec. Yes, he had ruined everything, even given Baskania 
ultimate power. But if he was released, maybe he could find a way to undo his 
mistake. What if he could get the scepter back somehow, and then get rid of it 
for good before it made him go power-mad? Then he could take the Twrch 
Trwyth and his eyes back, get his soul, and finish the quests. . . . 

It sounded insane, and inside Erec was sure that it could never happen. 
Baskania was far too powerful now, and he would have the scepter with him all 
the time. But even if he could just escape and get his soul back . . . even if he 
could just say good-bye to his family . . . it would be all worthwhile. 


It happened so suddenly that Erec had no time to prepare or brace himself. 
Instant, unbidden rage filled him to the point of explosion. He and Spartacus had 
been watching a training session, and for no reason at all anger hit him so 
intensely that he dove at one of the ghosts holding a machine gun, grabbed it, 
and shot round after round through the spirit’s body. Then he broke the gun over 
his knee, at the same time amazed that even a ghost would have the strength to 
do such a thing. 

Of course the bullets did not harm the spirit, but he stared at Erec in shock. 
The general who was instructing the group looked Erec up and down 
appraisingly. 

Erec waited to be yelled at for interrupting a session, terrified that now he 
might be not allowed to train. But the general seemed oddly pleased. “What do 
we have here? Someone who is ready to get out and fight, I see. You’ll be a good 


warrior, I can tell. What is your name, spirit?” 

Erec knew better than to alert anyone who he really was. A fake name was on 
the tip of his tongue—the one he had used in Alypium before. “It’s Rick Ross, 
sir. Sorry to interrupt.” 

“Oh, and he’s obedient, too. Perfect. Rick, when are you going to start 
training?” 

“Anytime, sir. My friend and I are ready to go.” He waved toward Spartacus, 
who saluted. 

“Very good. I’ll see you both here for the next session, then.” 

Erec and Spartacus drifted away. Erec was in shock. What had happened back 
there? Obviously this was the first step on his way to becoming an evil specter. 
Soon it would be out of his control completely. He had to get out of here and 
finish his mission before it was too late. Once he became a specter, he would 
serve Baskania and stay evil forever. 

Spartacus looked worried, but he wisely held his tongue and changed the 
subject. “I’m ready to do this. And I have an idea about avoiding the pill. Take a 
look.” He led Erec to the bottom of the Hinternom where Spirit Warriors were 
leaving. They waited in line, then took turns going up to the general in charge. 
The general would check them off of a list, and then give each one a pill. Once it 
was swallowed, the general draped a red sash over the spirit’s shoulder. The 
spirit would then get in a second line and wait to be discharged through the 
heavily guarded exit. 

“What happens if a spirit sneaks through the guards and darts out of the exit?” 
Erec asked. “I doubt that they could stop me if I really tried.” 

“Don’t do it. I’ve seen it happen again and again. One of us breaks through, 
and surprise—nobody stops him. But instead of escaping through the tunnel, 
they scream and melt away into nothing. They say it’s the red sashes that let us 
get through unharmed.” 

They watched a while longer. Spartacus said, “The pills enter spirits and stick 
in them, making them follow commands forever. I was thinking—there are pipes 
that go into the generals’ quarters. All of the supplies come out of those pipes, 
like the guns and the pills. I’ve watched them a long time to see if the sashes 
come out of there too, in case I might be able to steal one. But I can’t find them 
anywhere. But I think the pipes themselves could help us, though. We could take 
bits and push them into our throats and out our backs. If we drop the pill straight 
into the pipe, it would slide through and out without even touching us. I don’t 
know if it would work, but it’s the best I can come up with.” 

“That’s fantastic!” Erec was amazed. “That sounds like a great idea! We’d 
have to make sure the pill went right into the pipe and didn’t touch our mouth. 


What a great idea, Spartacus. Let’s try it.” 

Neither of them could wait one more second. They flew straight to the 
generals’ quarters, and Spartacus showed Erec where pipes of different sizes 
emptied into the Supply Building. “Here they are. I’m not sure how hard the pipe 
will be to rip off.” 

Erec remembered how easily he had just torn a machine gun in two. “Let me 
try it.” In a moment he had broken off two segments of pipe, each about five 
inches wide and a foot long. He handed one to Spartacus. Even though he knew 
that solid objects could not hurt him, the idea of sticking that huge thing through 
his neck and back seemed awful. 

But Spartacus had already done it. “Look, it’s easy!” His voice was not 
affected by the huge piece of metal wedged behind his mouth. “Just push it 
through, and move it where you want it. I can hold this thing still inside of me— 
it feels the same as if I was holding it with my hand.” 

Erec positioned the pipe so that the end just barely stuck out of his back, 
under his shirt. “Wow! It’s not hard to make it stay there at all. Let’s see, here . . 
.’ He dropped the thing with his body, and it clattered to the ground. 
“Interesting.” Erec put the pipe back through his face and hid it under his skin. 
“Looks like there is still gravity here. It’s hard to tell, since we’re always 
floating.” 

“Same as on Earth.” Spartacus nodded. 

“Tt just seems different here. I guess it’s because there is nothing but a 
platform where the Spirit Warriors train, and everyone else is floating.” 

Spartacus fished a bullet out of his pocket and opened his mouth. He dropped 
it straight into the pipe and then smiled. A moment later, he lifted the back of his 
shirt up, and the bullet dropped out onto the clear force-field floor of the 
Hinternom. “Looks to me like it works!” 

Erec felt optimistic for the first time in what seemed like forever. He was 
going to get out of here—and very likely without becoming a lifelong prisoner 
of his worst enemy. They kept the pipes inside of them so they’d be prepared at 
any time, then found the general who had talked to Erec. Before long he finished 
with the group of trainees. More spirits rushed forward than could be in the next 
group, and the general turned them away. 

Erec caught the general’s eye. He stood perfectly straight and saluted. “My 
friend and I reporting for duty, sir. As you asked, sir.” 

The general saluted back, a glint in his eye. “At ease, soldier. What a pleasure 
to see this attitude in a recruit. I remember you. . . Rick, right?” 

“Yes, sir. Rick Ross, sir.” 

“Pleasure to have you, Rick Ross. I’m General Guff.” He pointed at two 


spirits in the training group. “You two—out of here. Yov’ll take the course later.” 
He nodded to Erec. “Hop on in, you two. Let’s see what we can do with you 
here.” 

The trainees stood in a line. General Guff handed each an immense crossbow 
and explained how to use it. Each ghost shot at tiny specks on a wall—Erec’s 
pierced right through his mark. After going through several weapons, Erec 
realized that the training was easier for some than others. He only had to be 
shown things once or twice before getting them near perfect. General Guff kept 
an eye on him and seemed pleased with how well he was performing. After 
trying out various weapons, they listened to strategy sessions where the general 
taught them how to handle various situations. Since spirits had no need for food 
or sleep, there were no breaks. 

“Tell me,” General Guff thundered. “You’re alone in a desert town. You have 
been commanded to kidnap a man wanted by the Shadow Prince. Thirty spirits 
descend on you—they are here on earth to do nothing but protect this man. And 
let’s throw in a few specters, too. They’re all coming after you, and they know 
how to grab you and stop you. What do you do?” 

The general paced a while, disturbed that nobody had an answer. “Here is a 
clue. As a ghost, you can hold anything that is around you. If a large crowd of 
humans are in your way, grab the air and spin, like this.” At once the general was 
spinning in place so fast that his features were no longer visible. The air around 
him whirled fast, turning into a visible cyclone. Erec could feel the wind rushing 
through his body—strong enough to devastate a village. 

At once General Guff stopped and the tornado disappeared. “A perfect 
strategy for clearing out human crowds. But how would you get rid of spirits that 
are in your way? Any ideas?” 

Nothing that Erec could think of would work. Objects would pass right 
through them, unless they wanted to hold on to something. The only things that 
Erec had seen destroy spirits were the tunnel that led out of here, and the three 
Furies—neither of which would be at his disposal. 

The general paced some more, and then stopped. “This is important for you to 
know. It’s a technique devised by our leader himself, the Shadow Prince. There 
is something else that can be held on to that can tie spirits up into knots. No 
ideas at all?” 

Everyone shook their heads. 

“The Substance. Ever hear of it?” General Guff looked disgusted, as if each 
one of them was pathetic. “It’s all around us. Doesn’t matter if you can’t see it— 
just feel for it and you know that it’s there. You can hold onto the Substance all 
around you and spin, just like you do when you create a whirlwind. The 


Substance network will bind up the spirits, and it will be a long time before they 
can get loose. Watch this.” He proceeded to spin again, fast. 

This time Erec was blown back into the mass of other spirits. In moments he 
could not move at all. It was as if a giant net was binding them all tightly 
together. The general moved his fingers in the air a few times and soon they all 
fell apart again. 

“And that’s the next thing I need to teach you. How to get out of a Substance 
net. You need to know finger magic. Who here can do that?” 

Erec and one other spirit raised their hands. Erec had not even thought about 
finger magic since he had died. Was he able to use it as a spirit, then? That was 
good to know. ... 

The general sighed. “The rest of you will be worthless if this happens to you. 
Pd suggest that you stay far away if you see a ghost start to spin. Probably 
would be too late, though. But you two—Rick Ross and Velma Patterson? Step 
forward.” 

Erec stepped forward alongside a young woman spirit. 

“Tt’s just like all other finger magic,” General Guff said. “Except that you 
have to make a snipping motion with your hand. Picture the Substance that is 
holding you, and imagine that you are cutting it. At the same time, you have to 
ask the Substance to open up for you. Time to try it now. Step back, everyone 
else.” He motioned for the rest of the spirits to move away from Erec and Velma. 
Then he spun again, just long enough to tie those two up together. “Okay, now 
see what you can do.” 

The Substance was so tight around Erec that it was hard to even move his 
fingers. He concentrated, feeling the bands around him, and imagining how they 
looked. Cut, he thought. He pictured the strands being chopped apart by his 
scissorlike fingers. As he moved them, he focused his thoughts on the Substance. 
Would you open for me, Substance ? Will you let me out, please? 

His movements allowed the magic inside of him to gather together and course 
out through his fingers. Power surged through him, reminding him slightly of 
how his scepter had felt. As he cut the space around him with his fingers, he 
could feel his body free up. In moments he was able to move again. 

Velma had a harder time, but she soon freed herself through the hole that Erec 
had made. The general did not seem too concerned. “Good enough. You’!] have 
to deal with this on your own if it happens to you.” 

General Guff taught the group how to survey a large area and find a small 
object using a kind of ghost radar, but Erec already knew that he could do that. 
They talked about a few other situations, until one in particular made Erec perk 


up. 


“Any ideas about how to deal with specters that get in your way?” The 
general gazed around, a snarl on his face. 

Everyone shook their heads. At least nobody here knew that Erec was headed 
toward becoming a specter. The general might not let him train, then. 

“Tt’s simple, actually. Of course you could spin a Substance Web and trap 
them—but not too many of you would be able to do that. Specters aren’t the 
brightest candles in the bunch. They go into destruction mode—which can be 
great if positioned in a strategic place at the right time. But all of them want one 
thing desperately: their soul back. All you have to do is tell them that you know 
where their soul is, and they’ll stop whatever it is that they’re doing. Make up 
some place far away, and assure them that they can get it back when they go 
there. They’ll be off in a flash.” He laughed. “Dumb things won’t even 
remember you the next time they see you, so no worries about revenge.” 

This stunned Erec. Not only was he doomed to become evil, but he was going 
to lose his mind, too? Great. 

The general mused to himself. “Souls. Interesting things, those. Ever seen one 
by itself, separated from its spirit?” 

None of the group had. 

“Slimy.” General Guff looked revolted. “They attach on to anything that they 
find—objects, each other, spirits. If you already have a soul, and a loose one 
gloms onto you it can feel nasty. Just keep flicking at it until it goes away.” 

That sounded awful. Erec wanted his own soul back so much, but it seemed 
to sink in more when the general talked about it. After all of this time, Erec 
could actually start to feel a part of himself missing. No wonder he was turning 
evil... 

Something sparked inside of him—maybe it was the sad thoughts he was 
having. In a moment, though, he was furious—then raging. The only thing that 
he could think of that would damage the others was to spin, hard. He grabbed the 
Substance tightly in his being and twisted. Then he whirled faster than the 
general had. With each turn, Erec cried out in fury. Why was he here? Why was 
all of this happening to him? 

He kept spinning and spinning until his rage finally evaporated. The entire 
group of soldiers in training, along with the general and every spirit in sight, 
were lumped in a huge pile in front of him. Erec wondered if he had managed to 
tie up the entire Hinternom. If the tunnel that led out of here would not have 
disintegrated him, he would have made a run for it right now. 

It was horrifying, however, to realize that he had gone completely out of 
control again. It was happening. He was becoming a specter. Would General 
Guff know? What if he kicked Erec out of the group? Erec had to calm down 


and finish this training before he lost it again—if it wasn’t too late. 

He concentrated on cutting with his fingers, summoning all his power into his 
hand. Substance, it’s me again. I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean to do this. Please 
open for me—help me let these people go. 

There was other slicing of the Substance in a few more places, where several 
generals were tangled. Before long everyone was free again, drifting off to 
where they had been before. General Guff called Erec over. “You!” 

Erec was terrified. If he had ruined his chances of escape, he would be 
miserable forever. 

“That’s right. You!” General Guff slapped Erec on the back—something only 
another spirit could do to him. “Show-off. You like to stand out in a crowd, don’t 
you?” He was grinning ear to ear. “We both know that not a lot of spirits could 
pull that off. Not bad at all. So, are you angling for one of the master weapons, 
then?” 

Erec nodded, as if he knew what the general was talking about. 

“We’ll see about that.” He slapped Erec on the back again. “Seems like you 
just might be able to handle one.” 

The training session ended with each spirit receiving a weapon and practicing 
with it. Most of them sported rifles, and as many were terrible aims as good 
shots. One particularly uncoordinated spirit was given a slingshot. General Guff 
led a small group, including Erec and Spartacus, into a floating enclosure that 
looked like it was made out of cloud. He gestured toward a few rows of weapons 
resting in the rippled white substance. 

“Here you have your special weapons. Your Speed Shooter, your Jolly Gun, 
your Rapid Transitator, your Stun Breeze. Take your pick.” He winked at Erec. 
“I have something special for you, kid. I think you’ve earned this.” General Guff 
pulled a long stick with a red ball on the end of it from the back and handed it to 
Erec. “A master weapon for you. It’s called a Calamitizer. Enjoy this one.” 

The master weapon looked like a toy drumstick. “What does this do?” 

“Just what the name says.” The general winked. “Causes calamities. If you 
don’t mind, just practice with it once—and not inside here. I’d like to see what 
you can do with that thing.” 

Spartacus picked a Rapid Transitator—a weapon that moved both humans 
and spirits from one place to another in a second, as long as both places were 
within sight. He practiced shooting it, making spirits disappear and reappear 
where he wanted. It was fun to watch the faces of those who all of a sudden were 
someplace different from where they had just been. 

After a while, Erec decided to try his Calamitizer. He took a breath and 
waved it.... 


Power rocketed through his arm and out of the stick. In moments, the spirits 
around him tumbled through the air, spinning wildly. Substance was flung 
around, creating nets and capturing everyone in its wake, and weapons fired on 
their own accord. Gravity shifted this way and that, and objects tumbled up 
sideways in the air. Thunder cracked and lightning shot through the Hinternom. 
Cyclones spiraled out in all directions—if this had happened in a city Erec 
wondered if any of it would be left standing. 

Finally, the devastation settled down. Other than destroying a few Substance 
nets, there was not much damage that could be done in the Hinternom. But 
waving this on Earth would be another story. . . . 

General Guff slowly clapped his hands. “Bravo! What a great demonstration 
of the equipment. I can see that we have a top-notch fighter on our hands here.” 

Great, Erec thought. A Calamitizer to destroy everything around me... Pll 
have to get rid of it before I change much more. It’s just what I’ll need when I’m 
an uncontrollable evil specter. 


CHAPTER ELEVEN 
The Storage Facility 
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[r was HARDER THAN EVER for Frec to relax as he stood in line with Spartacus. 


He was so close now. If only he could get out of here safely! 

General Guff stood at the front of the group, and handed out red sashes and 
pills to each Spirit Warrior, one at a time. Erec was able to keep his Calamitizer 
in a pocket—Spartacus’s Rapid Transitator was slung around his shoulder. 

“Next!” It was Erec’s turn. He smiled bravely at General Guff, hoping that no 
surges of anger would come out and ruin anything before he left. 

“My star pupil.” The general smiled. “It’s my pleasure to give this to you.” 
He draped a red sash around Erec’s arm and neck. “This will keep you safe when 
you go through the tunnel. And here is your pill, to make sure that you stay 
obedient.” 

Erec nodded and took the small black pill from the general. Here goes 
nothing! He opened his mouth wide and reached far enough back to feel metal 
around his fingers. With a small clink, the pill dropped into the pipe and shot 
straight out of his back into Erec’s tucked-in shirt. 

He had done it! Erec turned and winked at Spartacus with a grin. Spartacus lit 
up with a smile right back at him. They were about to be free! 

Moments later, they were in the next line ready to leave the Hinternom. 
Everything was perfect. The Spirit Warrior in front of Erec shouldered her rifle 


and approached the tunnel. A guard said something to her, and then she jumped 
into the opening. In a moment, she was swallowed up and shot through to 
freedom. 

Erec’s turn. A large, hairy spirit guard nodded to him. “You got your sash. 
Check. Your name?” 

“Rick Ross.” 

“Check. And open your mouth.” 

Erec was not sure if he should make a dash for the tunnel, but he decided not 
to make anyone suspicious. He opened his mouth, ready to run... 

The guard laughed. “Looks like the pill didn’t take. No problem. It happens 
sometimes. Here—” 

Before Erec knew what was happening, the guard shoved another black pill 
through Erec’s skin in his neck. “That’ll work for ya. Now yer off!” The guard 
shoved him into the tunnel before he could turn around and warn Spartacus. 

It was the guard’s shove, not gravity, that sent Erec plummeting through the 
dark tunnel back to Earth. He was released about fifty feet in the air, and 
continued shooting toward the ground until he hit, painlessly. He lay there a 
moment, eyes closed. It didn’t matter where he was now. After that pill he would 
be a prisoner of Baskania’s forever. 


Spartacus dropped from the sky and landed on top of Erec . . . actually taking up 
the same space that Erec was in. It was an awkward feeling, so both of them 
moved out of the other’s way. The other spirits that had landed had already 
vanished, happy to be free. 

“Did you get away without a pill?” Erec asked. 

Spartacus shook his head, in shock. “I’m sorry. My plan was a flop. Now 
we’re both doomed.” 

“Tt wasn’t your fault.” They slid away together aimlessly, taking in their new 
reality. “I wonder how we’ll get called to his service.” 

“Who knows.” 

It wasn’t long before both of them began to feel their own callings as well. 
“This stinks.” Erec looked around as if an extra soul would appear to him out of 
the blue. “How am I going to get my soul back before I turn into a specter? I 
don’t even know where to start.” 

“Pm just as clueless. All I want is to go where I’m supposed to be now— 
wherever that is. But that pill is holding me here. I can feel it.” 

“What would we do if we were alive?” Erec wondered. “I don’t have my 
dragon eyes anymore. That would be the best thing right now. I’d see what the 


future holds, and then try different ways to change it until I found out what 
worked.” What else might help? “I know! We can go talk to the three Fates. .. .” 
But that wouldn’t work either. The only way that he had been able to talk to 
them was by using his dragon eyes first. They would only come out for people 
who could read the future. 

Spartacus laughed. “Sounds like those eyes really did you well—when you 
had them. Too bad you can’t get some more of those things.” 

“Yeah. I don’t think there are a lot of dragons ready to hand over their own 
eyes. Aoquesth was special. . . .” Erec wished that he could see him again. It 
made him think . .. where was Aoquesth now? Probably in some special place 
that dragons go when they die. If only he could see him again. Was there a way, 
maybe, now that Erec was dead as well? 

The only way that Erec knew how to contact dragons was with a dragon call 
—and that also involved using his dragon eyes. He couldn’t do anything now. “I 
just wish I could talk to him. Do you know of any way?” 

Spartacus shook his head. “The same way you called dragons when you were 
alive?” 

“I can’t now.” For having so much ghostly power and a master weapon in his 
pocket, Erec felt completely powerless. 

“Just try. It can’t hurt.” Spartacus shrugged. 

“I don’t even know how to try.” He sighed. “Stop looking at me like that. All 
right—Pľll wing it. But don’t hold your breath.” Erec sat on the grass and looked 
up at the sky. There were no dragon eyes to bring out, so he just stared with his 
own... . “Oh, wait a minute.” He slapped his forehead. “I don’t even have any 
eyes in my sockets anymore. This will never work.” 

“You can still see, can’t you?” Spartacus asked gently. 

“T guess. Not that that matters.” Erec gazed upward and thought about 
Aoquesth. Aoquesth . . . can you hear me calling you? It’s your old friend, Erec 
Rex. I need your help, badly. I’m not alive anymore either. Can you come here 
and see me? Aoquesth? Please... ? 

Erec fell back into the grass. “That was hopeless.” He laughed. “But as long 
as you’re happy now that’s good.” 

“You’ll feel better, knowing that you tried.” 

“Sure. Whatever you say.” Erec thought about going home to talk to his 
family before continuing his search—they must be worried sick by now. He also 
wanted to see what had happened now that Baskania had all that power . . . and 
how much time had passed. .. . 

A dark speck grew in the sky, widening like a black hole whizzing toward 
them from space. It came at them so fast it was breathtaking. And it wasn’t until 


it was close that Erec could make out features... . 
Dragon features. It was Aoquesth. 


Erec could not believe it. He recognized the dragon immediately, with his dark 
reddish-purple scales and sharp black spines down his back and tail. If possible, 
Aoquesth was more beautiful now than he had been alive. He arched his back 
and reared his head up into the sky, stretching his wings to what seemed like an 
impossible thirty-foot span. Then he gazed at Erec. 

A connection sizzled between them, even stronger than in life. Both looked 
into the spaces where the other’s eyes had been, the eyes they had once shared. 
Aoquesth had given Erec so much of himself. And Erec realized that Aoquesth 
had never really left him. Erec had been carrying a part of him around—even a 
part that wasn’t recently stolen by Baskania. 

“Tm so sorry. .. .” Erec felt horrible losing both of Aoquesth’s eyes—it was 
such an important gift. He must have let Aoquesth down. 

“Erec.” The dragon shook his head. “There is nothing you could have done. 
I’m just glad that you are okay. I’ve been thinking about you, you know.” 

Erec laughed bitterly. “I’m not actually okay. I died, and I’m just a ghost now. 
It’s all really awful, and it’s mostly my own fault.” 

“T already know that you are a spirit, Erec. That is not what I meant about 
being okay. You’re still you, and that’s what is important.” He tossed his head 
into the air. “Believe me, there is a lot more to ‘life’ after life itself is over. It has 
been wonderful being reunited with my dear Nylyra again.” 

That only made Erec feel worse. “I’m still not okay, though. The Furies have 
my soul, and I’m going to turn into a specter before long. I can already tell that 
it’s starting to happen.” 

Aoquesth sighed, but Erec noticed steam did not come out of his nose like it 
had when he was alive. “I know this too, Erec. I know a little more than you 
might, as a human spirit, you know. Even without my eyes.” 

Erec felt another stab of guilt. Then he could not resist anymore, and threw 
both arms around the dragon’s neck. Apart from the fact that neither was 
breathing, it felt the same as when the two had been alive. Aoquesth wrapped his 
neck around Erec’s back in a kind of a hug. They stayed like that for a long 
while. Erec wished that he could bury himself somewhere where nobody would 
ever find him again . . . where all of his problems would disappear. He was 
locked into a future of torture and there was nothing he could do about it. He 
was so glad that he had called Aoquesth, just so he could see him again. But how 
would the dragon spirit possibly be able to help him now? 


Aoquesth pulled back and looked at him. “I’m glad that you called me too. 
And maybe I can help. I really don’t know yet. Neither of us is able to look into 
the future anymore, of course.” 

Of course. Because of Erec’s bad decisions, they had both lost the eyes that 
let them do that. “Do you really think you might be able to help me?” Erec 
tentatively began to cling on to that idea. The longer he went without his soul, 
the more uncomfortable he felt. It was starting to eat away at him, almost like a 
pain inside. He wanted it back so much, to feel whole again. And if anyone in 
the world could help him, Aoquesth seemed the most likely. “What should I 
do?” 

The dragon sighed again, deeply. “I wish I knew, Erec. But my dragon sense 
tells me that you need to follow the path to which the Fates have you assigned. It 
might seem that you have failed. And maybe you have. Maybe you deviated far 
enough away from what they wanted that there is no going back again. But you 
never know. This may all be a part of their master plan.” 

That made Erec think. Had he followed the advice of the Fates? Oddly, as 
much as he faulted himself for everything that had happened, it seemed that he 
really did do what he was told. Instead of listening to his mother and Bethany, he 
did what his seventh quest instructed him to do—-sacrifice his life for the five 
people who would have died in Argos with the Diamond Minds. Dying wasn’t 
the wrong choice, then. His sixth quest had led the Furies to take his soul away. 
So the Fates had put him in this position too—a spirit without a soul. So, he was 
supposed to be like this? 

He thought further, remembering what else had led him here. After he died he 
had to visit the Furies to get the Master Shem to free Trevor, which he did. He 
also had to try to get his soul back. It was the only thing that was keeping him 
going as a ghost. And how did he decide what to do? The best adviser he could 
think of was Homer, the golden ghost in the catacombs under King Piter’s house. 
Homer had told him to look in “other regions” and “places beyond,” where his 
worst enemy kept spirits. Where else could that have been other than the 
Hinternom? 

Erec had thought that he had completely messed up by walking in to talk to 
Baskania. And maybe he had. He had figured that he would have to try to break 
through the Hinternom from the outside and free the captive spirits there, and 
one of them might give Erec his soul. But maybe that wasn’t the way it was 
supposed to have worked at all. Maybe he was supposed to have done exactly 
this. 

But this didn’t seem right either, because things were hopeless now. He must 
have messed up somewhere along the way... . 


“T don’t know either, Erec,” Aoquesth said. “I wish that I did. I am able to 
travel most places, even into Alsatia, but I cannot enter the cave of the Furies. 
They would demolish me just as they would anyone else—except for you. But I 
am here for you, any time that you need me. You know how to call me now, as a 
spirit. But if you ever do regain your human form I will give you another way to 
reach me.” 

Aoquesth broke the tip of a small spine off of his tail. Holding it in his claws, 
he pushed it through Erec’s chest, straight into his heart. “That will stay inside of 
you forever, whether you are living or not. And even if you are alive again 
someday, all you will ever have to do to call me now is to say my name.” 

“Thank you, Aoquesth.” It felt so good to know that his old friend was back, 
in any form. 

“There is one thing I would be able to do for you, if you should need it in the 
future.” 

Erec immediately knew what Aoquesth was going to say, and as much as he 
was glad to hear it, it gave him the chills. He needed to hear it said, though. 
“What is that?” 

“Tf things don’t work out, Erec, if you realize that you are going to become a 
specter forever and have no way out, you can call me. I can end things for you, if 
you need me to. I know how to obliterate you.” 

That is exactly what Erec thought he would say. It sounded awful, but at the 
same time made him feel relieved. “Thanks, Aoquesth. That’s really good to 
know.” 

The dragon nodded. “It was nice to see you. I think you should continue on 
your mission. It will lead you somewhere where you may find there are few 
choices.” He looked at Spartacus. “I can see that both of you are going to have a 
hand in what will happen. And I think you should both be proud of yourselves.” 

Proud? Erec wished that he felt that way. “It’s hard to be proud when I’ve 
destroyed the world by giving everything to Baskania.” 

“But have you? Everything? You haven’t given him yourself. Think about 
what you have done, though. Five people are alive right now because of you. 
You were selfless, Erec.” 

Erec smiled. Aoquesth was actually giving him a reason to feel better and 
stop beating himself up. The dragon’s comments about the Fates sending him on 
this path also helped. “Thanks, Aoquesth. You’ve helped me already. I hope I see 
you again soon.” 

“T’m sure you will.” The dragon stretched his wings and leaned back. “Good- 
bye, Erec.” He pushed off lightly and soared into the air, disappearing into a 
cloud. 


One thing that Erec was thankful for was that being a ghost kept him from 
crying—because he was sure he would have tears streaming down his face by 
now. He smiled at Spartacus. “You met Aoquesth before, didn’t you?” 

Spartacus laughed. “Just for a second. That dragon threw a blade at me, and it 
pinned my old blue cape to the wall of his cave. I kinda ran out of there. Never 
saw this side of him, though. What a great creature.” 

“Yes, he is. And a good friend.” Erec’s thoughts went back to his future, 
whatever that entailed. “I actually feel better now, even though I don’t know 
why. We have no more idea what we need to do to get out of this mess.” 

“Oh, yes we do,” Spartacus said. “We know exactly what to do now. 
Aoquesth very nicely reminded me of that.” 

“What?” Erec was confused, and tried not to get too hopeful that Spartacus 
had an answer. 

“We’re going back to see the Furies. I’m going to give them my soul for 
you.” 


They must have stood there facing each other for an eternity. Erec was unable to 
respond. No! he wanted to shout. I will not take your soul from you. I will not 
allow you to turn yourself into a specter for eternity for my sake. I cannot ask 
for that, or even let it happen. You deserve better! 

But another part of him wanted that so badly he could not stand it. To have 
his soul back! His living body, too! To run at Bethany and tackle her in that huge 
hug he couldn’t give her before. To play on the grass with his dog, Wolfboy, and 
feel his wet tongue lick his face. To eat! Erec remembered with envy how 
wonderful it felt to bite into a thick, juicy hamburger. What joy! So a small voice 
in Erec argued, Why not? Why shouldnt it be Spartacus dealing with all of this, 
not me? 

But reason won out. “Thanks . . . Spartacus. That is more than kind of you to 
offer. I really . . . really wish that I could say yes. But I can’t do that to you. I 
couldn’t do it to anyone, now that I think about it. Especially you.” 

Spartacus smiled. “Too bad it’s not your choice, then. I’m going to go visit 
the Furies with or without you. If you want to go spend time with your family 
now, then go ahead. When you’re done, the Furies will already have their extra 
soul, and you can get yours back from them at any time.” 

“No!” Erec fought his excitement. “I can’t let you do this! It’s crazy. You 
matter just as much as I do. And how could I live—how could I enjoy a day of 
my life—knowing that you were out here suffering? Thank you so much, but 


” 


no. 


“Remember? I said that you had no choice. That’s how you can live with 
yourself.” Spartacus dusted himself off, looking satisfied. “Anyway, I have a 
plan. Give me a little credit here. I’m actually looking forward to this.” 

“A plan? What are you talking about?” 

“Here’s the deal. If things stay as they are right now, we both will stay dead. 
I’ll go on forever stuck as a Spirit Warrior for Baskania—a fate worse than death 
for me. And you’ll become a specter, with the best option being that Aoquesth 
obliterates you. Right?” 

Erec paused. Spartacus was starting to make sense. “Yeah.” 

If I give my soul to the Furies you get everything back—your life, your soul. 
You will be in perfect shape. Pll never be alive again anyway. There is no 
chance of that.” 

“But your soul...” 

“That’s the point. I don’t need to worry about that anymore. Because after I 
give up my soul, I’m going to ask the Furies to obliterate me. And if for some 
reason they object, we can ask Aoquesth to do for me what he offered to you. I’ ll 
be free. My life as a Spirit Warrior will be over before it’s even begun.” 

Erec was amazed at the logic of what Spartacus said. As things were, one of 
them would become a specter—and soon be gone altogether—and the other one 
would become a Spirit Warrior. If they did as Spartacus said, one of them would 
be gone altogether, and the other one would be fully human again. He was right. 
It was the only thing that made sense. 

At the same time, it seemed so selfish to think that way. Maybe everything 
sounded so perfect because he just wanted it so much. 

“So, what’s it going to be, friend?” Spartacus asked. “Are you going to the 
Furies with me, or am I going to do this by myself?” 

“You’re really going? I mean... really? For sure?” 

“Pm really going.” Spartacus grinned and slapped Erec on the back. “I’m 
doing myself a favor too. It’s such a relief to know that I won’t be doing horrible 
things for Baskania forever. I’m glad we haven’t been called into service yet or 
this might have been much harder to pull off. So I better get this done before it’s 
too late. You coming?” 

The words were slowly sinking in. Joy was beginning to seep through every 
pore, every ounce of his body. He shook his head in disbelief. “I have to go with 
you. The Furies would destroy you immediately if you got too close to them 
unless I was there. And then your soul would be gone along with your spirit.” 

“That answers that, then. Let’s go!” 

In a haze, Erec glided with his friend in a direction that led them up a few 
hills and then to a river, which they bounded across with ease. Even though they 


had no idea where they were, it was easy to have a sense of how to get anywhere 
on Earth. This was the right way to Pinefort Jungle in Otherness, which would 
lead them to Alsatia. There was no need for a Port-O-Door. Traveling as a ghost 
was lightweight and simple. No matter how far they went they never tired, and 
gravity would not slow them down. 

Even though they were moving fast, it felt like a meandering stroll. Erec 
understood that this was because Spartacus was scared about what lay ahead, 
and he did not blame him. Being so close to his goal made Erec want to zoom to 
the Furies at full speed, but he controlled himself. They would get there soon 
enough. 

Finally Spartacus said, “There’s no use putting this off. If we wait too long 
Baskania will order us to go somewhere and it will be too late.” 

Relieved, Erec nodded. At once, he and Spartacus bounded high into the air. 
One thousand feet . . . two thousand . . . three . . . They soared higher and higher 
like helium balloons. Before long, instinctually, Erec pointed his feet in the 
direction that he knew they had to land, and Spartacus followed. They waved 
arms against the thin air, slowly picked up speed, and headed toward the wilds of 
Otherness. Soon the ground approached them, and mountains and trees grew 
larger. Before long they sailed straight to the floor of Pinefort Jungle. 

Both of them were going so fast that they sank deep into the dirt, then pulled 
themselves back out onto the ground. Erec could not get used to the feeling of 
sharing his space with other things. 

“Tt’s this way. A big rock formation called Mercy’s Spike. Pretty nasty- 
looking if you ask me. Humans used to impale themselves on that thing—that’s 
why there are a bunch of spirits living in Alsatia.” 

When Spartacus saw the needle formation he shuddered. “They must have 
been awfully brave. That would hurt, if you were alive.” 

Erec nodded. “They wouldn’t stay alive for long. Glad it’s not a problem for 
us. Are you ready?” He pushed up, and then over onto the short plateau that 
overhung the spike. 

Spartacus followed him up, with a grave look on his face. “Ready as ever.” 

Erec leaned forward and waved his arms against the air to propel himself 
downward. Spartacus immediately followed. Mercy’s Spike flew through both of 
their hearts, one after the next. Eventually they stopped, midway down. 

“Ts this it, then?” Spartacus asked. “What happens now?” 

“Just give it a minute.” Before long the two of them began to spin. Soon they 
whirled like tops around the axis of the rock through their midsections. They 
accelerated faster and faster, until all around them looked like a blur of color, 
and then a murky, moving gray. 


Erec could feel himself lifting, and he knew that he was moving somewhere. 
The spike in his middle grew smaller, then disappeared altogether as he sailed 
into the sky. As he was spinning so rapidly, his sense of direction was 
completely gone. Soon they began to slow down, and finally stopped, resting flat 
on the ground. 

What Erec saw around him made him start with surprise. Gone were the 
fields of rippling grasses, swimming pools, and sandy beaches. Instead he was 
sitting upon a giant treetop. Its leafy branches spread for nearly fifty feet, and 
other treetops were nearby. Monkeys swung on branches, popping their heads up 
to get a glimpse of Erec and Spartacus, and darting back down again. A few 
people sunned themselves on woven pads of sticks and leaves, and one person in 
the distance was riding a unicycle from branch to branch. 

“This place is amazing,” he said, awestruck. 

“Tt sure is. Look at that.” Spartacus pointed, and Erec saw a tall man holding 
on to a branch with his toes, hanging upside down and eating a banana. 

Erec laughed. “Good thing we can’t get hurt if we fall, huh?” 

“Fall?” Spartacus looked confused. “You’d be worried about falling off of a 
bench?” 

“A bench?” Then Erec remembered. “We’re seeing different things. The last 
time I was here, this place looked like a beautiful little town with mansions and a 
huge beach. Now we’re on treetops, really high up.” 

“Seriously?” Spartacus looked amazed. “I thought this looked the same to 
everyone. We’re in a massive library that stretches all the way to the sky. It’s 
beautiful, with oak and teak shelves, gorgeous patterns in the wood, and 
beautiful books. There’s endless amounts to read and look at. Wow! And over 
there’—he pointed again—“is a little guy looking at a book that is at least 
twenty feet tall! This place is amazing.” 

“They say if you stay here then things start to look different once you get 
tired of seeing it this way.” Erec began to walk in the direction of the Furies’ 
castle. He figured that this time it would not look like a sparkling, diamond 
palace. Spartacus rushed after him. “Are you sure that you really want to do this? 
It’s not too late, you know.” 

Spartacus nodded. “I’m positive. I feel great about it.” 

Bounding over the leafy treetops, Erec stopped when a familiar face waved 
him down. He recognized Jox, but was surprised by the angry look on his face. 

“What are you doing back here?” Jox put his hands on his hips. “You won’t 
be able to stay, you know. Pll get you thrown right out.” 

“What’s going on?” Spartacus looked confused. “Erec’s a good kid.” 

“He might have been a good kid,” Jox said. “But he’s on his way to becoming 


a specter. And we don’t want his kind ruining our nice little world.” 

Erec started to respond, but Spartacus held a hand up. “It’s okay. I’m giving 
Erec my soul today, so he can get his own soul back. And I promise that I won’t 
stick around here and bother you after that.” 

“Really?” Jox looked shocked. “You don’t want to do that. I mean, you’re 
going to ruin your afterlife.” 

“Tt’s already ruined.” Spartacus laughed. “This is my only hope. Let’s go, 
Erec.” 

The two went farther, over what looked like a few taller rounded treetops, to 
what appeared to Erec as a gigantic bird nest with sticks covering the top like a 
roof. 

“That’s it.” Erec pointed. 

“Wow ...a huge turret, spiraled with gold and gems. It’s amazing.” 

Erec laughed. “Looks like an intricate pile of twigs to me. But that’s where 
we’re headed. I’d better go in first. Wait here, okay?” 

He bounded into a hole in the side of the nest. Birds fluttered everywhere, and 
he followed a few of them around corners, under and over huge sticks and 
feathers. Around a final corner perched three immense birds: one red, one black, 
and one white. They preened themselves and picked at their feathers with their 
beaks. 

“Good to see you again, Erec,” the red one, Alecto, said, with a voice that 
sounded fluttery and light. 

Erec was not fooled for a second by the delicate sound of the Fury. He knew 
that she could tear his being to shreds in the blink of an eye. 

The black one, Tisiphone, purred, “We see that you have brought a soul to 
exchange for your own. Good for you. Let’s bring that young man in here now.” 

In a blink, Spartacus stood at Erec’s side. He gazed around him in wonder. 
“Wow. This is amazing.” 

Erec wondered what Spartacus was seeing. It must have been completely 
different from Erec’s view, although Erec was sure he’d prefer his own. 

“So,” Megaera, the white bird, said. “Are you donating your soul to us, so 
that Erec Rex will be able to get his own back?” 

“T am.” 

Erec could see Spartacus shivering, and he put a hand on his shoulder. 

“Both of you may go into the soul storage facility, then,” Alecto said. “I will 
loosen your soul now, Spartacus, so that you can give it willingly when you get 
inside. Only after yours is gone will Erec be able to take his own back again. Our 
storage facility knows what is going on inside of it. It will not allow either of 


you back out again until the correct number of souls are left behind.” 

“Lead them there, Agathea,” Tisiphone said to a tiny hummingbird buzzing 
above her head. She winked at Erec. “Agathea is my favorite Harpy.” 

The bird circled in the air a few times and dove in front of Erec. It looked 
nothing at all like a Harpy. Then again, nothing here was as it looked. Anyway, it 
was just as well, as far as Erec was concerned, that Agathea looked like a bird. 
He had enough bad associations with Harpies. Agathea led them around a few 
corridors in the nest and then down a ladder made of twigs that seemed endless. 
They went farther and farther down, until they were at the underside of the nest. 

Spartacus had a gleam in his eye. “Can you believe that spiral staircase, inlaid 
with gold? I’ve never seen anything so beautiful!” 

At the bottom was a large room that looked to Erec like a vast, curved root 
cellar, shaped like a giant saucer. In the center was a round trapdoor that had no 
handles or other way to open it. Erec could not tell what the door was made out 
of—it looked like a shiny, glittery substance. 

The little hummingbird twittered, “The storage facility is alive. The Fury 
sisters gave it life so that it can serve them. It knows that you have access, so all 
you have to do is knock to get in, and knock when you are ready to come out. 
But like Tisiphone said, you are going in with one soul between the two of you 
—you won’t be able to leave with more than one. So don’t think about trying 
anything funny. One word from the storage facility and the Furies might not be 
so friendly anymore.” 

That was a veiled threat if Erec had ever heard one. But they didn’t have 
anything to worry about—there were no plans to steal souls. He asked Spartacus 
one last time, “Are you sure about this?” 

“Definitely.” 

Erec knocked on the round door. There was a rumbling sound, and then the 
door lifted into the air, hovering next to them. Inside, the storage facility was 
deep and dark. 

“Let’s do this.” There was no need to worry about ladders or how far down 
the floor was. In fact, as foreboding as the place looked, Erec was overjoyed to 
go inside. His soul was in there! He might become whole again. It was 
impossible to wait a second longer or think of anything else. Erec pushed against 
the air and propelled himself into the darkness of the storage facility. 


CHAPTER TWELVE 
Spartacus’s Gift 





Instpe was BLACKNESS. Soft slimy things surrounded him, touching him and 


fixing themselves onto him. They were souls, Erec knew, and each of them was 
looking for a home. In a sense it was a disgusting feeling, but to Erec who had 
been pining for his soul more and more, it felt wonderful. Each one wanted to be 
his, and they all seemed like they might be good substitutes. Why not have many 
souls? he wondered. Give all of these poor guys a place to live. 

Even though Erec was in heaven, floating through a sea of exactly what he 
had been missing, there was still something wrong. He had all that he wanted 
and more .. . but at the same time what he really craved was his own soul. It 
seemed selfish, to want something so perfect when there were so many others 
here needing a place to go. But he knew that his was in here somewhere. Would 
he be able to find it? Would he even recognize it after all this time? 

Sticky, gelatinous beings glommed onto him left and right, and he pulled 
them off in search of the one that was his. He felt like the luckiest person on the 
planet—like someone that would be given everything he wanted for the rest of 
his life, and still decided to be picky, turning down the best of everything and 
getting even better. 

Which reminded him—hadn’t the Furies promised him that if he came back 
to claim his own soul, they would not only return him to life, but also give him 
everything he ever wanted? This was all too good to be true. The best gift in the 
world! 


And then it happened. It found him. Erec knew it immediately, and his soul 
knew him as well. It just took a moment, and the thing slipped inside of him like 
it had never left. 

The feeling was amazing. He was whole again! There were no cravings— 
there was no more loss. He was united completely, and soon he would have his 
body back as well. There would never be another day where he would not 
appreciate this gift that he had been given. 

But then it hit him—Spartacus had given that gift up, for him. Spartacus 
should have been whole and well right now. It was not his fault that he had been 
killed by Baskania. And now he had given up his soul as well. Soon, on top of it, 
he would be sacrificing his spirit, too. There would be nothing left of him. Erec 
felt horrible thinking about it. Although he understood that it made sense, and 
that Spartacus could not have it any other way—he would not go on as a slave to 
Baskania—it was still hard to take. 

Even though Erec had his own soul back again, other souls kept latching on to 
him, hoping to be saved. Erec felt terrible for them. If only there was something 
that he could do for them. It seemed wrong to leave them here, prisoners to the 
Furies. ... 

He began to make his way toward the door, wondering if Spartacus had 
parted with his soul yet. The door would not let them out until that happened. 
But Spartacus was waiting at the entry, a sad look on his face. Erec knew that the 
deed had been done. 

Erec put a hand on his back. “Thank you so much. Are you feeling okay?” 

“Not as bad as I thought. I mean, I can tell that it’s missing. It wasn’t easy to 
let go of, Pll tell you that. Knowing that it would be sitting in here, missing me. 
The other ones are desperate by now—the whole thing is upsetting.” 

“T know. It doesn’t seem right, just leaving them all here.” He pulled off a few 
more of the sticky creatures and another bunch clung on to him. Now that he felt 
so good, inside and out, it seemed even worse that all of these souls would be 
caged up here for an eternity. It was as if he had taken a part in their pain. He 
was fine now—how was he supposed to just go on and live a happy life knowing 
what suffering was going on here? Never in the past had Erec just walked away 
from others that were in need. So how could he start now? 

“Ready to go, then?” Spartacus looked sick. “I’d just as soon get this over 
with. Maybe I’ll just come right out and ask the Furies for the favor of 
destroying my spirit. Or you could ask them for me. It sounds like they want to 
help you. Would you do that for me?” 

“No! I mean. . . yes, of course. But wait, let’s just think about this for a 
minute... .” 


“There’s nothing to think about. That’s the next part of the plan, and the 
whole reason that I am doing this. I don’t want to go on as a Spirit Warrior for 
Baskania. I want out.” 

“I know. I understand . .. but I have an idea. At least, I want to have an idea. 
We can’t just leave these souls in here to rot, can we? Isn’t there a way that we 
can sneak them out somehow?” 

Spartacus perked up. “I hadn’t really thought about that. I mean, the Furies 
are so powerful, how would we ever get anything past them?” 

“Maybe we couldn’t. But shouldn’t we at least try?” 

“What if they’re reading our thoughts right now? That would be the end of 
you. All this for nothing.” 

“That’s one thing on our side here in Alsatia. This place is like a shield. It 
blocks others from reading your mind. I mean, they still could do it if they tried. 
They showed me that. But they generally don’t bother. The Furies are used to 
everyone’s thoughts being laid out for them. They don’t care enough about 
humans to really probe unless they have a reason.” 

“T hope you’re right. But how could we even try to get souls out of here? This 
storage facility room is alive, and knows the numbers inside of it. We’d have to 
trick it as well.” 

“T know. I wonder how smart the room is, though. I mean, maybe there is a 
way to put in something that the room thinks is a soul, and then take one out.” 

“Good luck with that. We’d have to figure out a way to break into this thing 
too.” 

“I don’t know,” Erec said, “We’ve been given passes into this place. The 
room knows that we’re allowed in and out.” 

“Can you imagine rounding all of these guys up, though? They’re all over the 
place, swarming around. It would take forever to fish around in here and make 
sure there were none left. Plus, they’re greasy and sticky—it would be a mess.” 

Erec thought a moment. There had to be a way to get them all out quickly. If 
only he could catch them in something... 

“T’ve got it! At least, I think this might work. Stay here, far away from me, 
and hold on to this as tight as you can.” Erec tapped the wall. Spartacus pushed 
his fingers through the metal-like substance and gripped it hard. 

Erec floated into the middle of the room, pulling souls off of himself left and 
right. But the moment that he took one off another glommed right onto him. He 
had to make them all stay away if this was to work. ... 

“Stop it!” Erec jerked a few souls away from him and put his hand out. He 
hoped that they understood him. “Stay away from me. I’m trying to help you, 
but you have to give me room.” 


Most of the souls moved back, but a few more could not help themselves and 
rushed up to grab him. 

“All of you! I mean it.” He plucked them off and kicked in the air toward 
another that approached. “Stay away! I’m trying to help you. Give me space!” 

A few souls approached, trembling, but then backed off again. Erec finally 
had room to work. He closed his eyes and concentrated. The Substance. He 
could feel it in here just like he had in the Hinternom. With every ounce of his 
being, he grabbed every strand of it that he could hold, with every cell of his 
body. Got it. Now it was time to spin. 

The whirling that Erec had done on his way into Alsatia, and the spinning that 
he had done when he was possessed as a specter, was nothing compared to what 
he did now. He twirled so fast, gripping the Substance so hard, that he felt shock 
ripples wave around him. Then he slowed and stopped, hoping that the 
disturbance was not enough to attract the attention of the Furies. 

It worked. The souls in the room were all bunched together now, tight, in a 
Substance Web. He floated around the edges of the room, checking to see if any 
wayward souls were loose, but there were none. He had done it! 

The souls whimpered and moaned. “I’m sorry, little guys. I did this to try and 
help you escape. Can you wait awhile like this, do you think?” 

There was no answer, and he was not sure how much they understood. But at 
least they would be easier to rescue—that is if Erec could figure out a way to get 
them out of this room. 

Spartacus’s hands were still dug into the wall, but his body seemed to stretch 
impossibly across the room with his legs and feet tangled in Erec’s Substance 
Web. “Um, can you help me, here?” 

“Oops! Sorry! Let me fix that.” 

Erec remembered how he had been taught by General Guff to cut the 
Substance Web. He made a cutting motion with his fingers, concentrating on the 
magic that was inside of him and sending it into his hand. Then he thought about 
the Substance that he had just tangled so completely. Focus on it. Talk to it. 

Substance, I need your help. I’m trying to rescue these souls, but my friend 
Spartacus got stuck in your web. Would you open for me and let him go? 

He made a cutting motion with his fingers, and could actually feel some of 
the knots in the Substance melting away when he sliced. In a minute, Spartacus 
was free. He snapped back into his normal shape. 

“Thanks.” He looked down at himself. “I didn’t know I could stretch like that. 
But I didn’t let go.” He laughed. “That’s pretty impressive. Now they’re all stuck 
in a bunch. Perfect!” 

“Tf only there was a way to get them out of here.” 


“But there is.” Kilroy had a gleam in his eye. “Thanks to you, now that these 
things are all in a bunch.” He patted the weapon that was hanging around his 
neck—the Rapid Transitator. 

Erec’s jaw dropped. “You mean . . . do you think that would work?” 

Kilroy shrugged. “Only one way to find out.” 

“Wait—let’s think this through. Your Rapid Transitator can move things from 
any one spot to another, as long as they’re both in sight, right?” 

“Yeah. So once the storage facility door is open I can use it and—boom! That 
bunch of souls will be out of here.” 

“Perfect. But there’s a huge problem. The Furies are here in the nest. I mean 
the palace . . . or wherever we are.” 

“The library.” 

“Okay, whatever. But this storage facility is going to alert them right away. 
All of the souls are going to be bound up together inside of here. You can’t send 
them anywhere that you can’t see. So it would be easy for the Furies to put them 
back in again, and destroy the two of us. We have to figure out a way to trick the 
room, so the Furies don’t know what’s happening until it’s too late.” 

Spartacus nodded. “That makes sense. But how do we do that?” 

“T have no idea.” Erec thought about what to do. If he only had his dragon 
eyes again he could consult the Fates at the Oracle. . . . But he was going to have 
his dragon eyes back again, as soon as the Furies put him back in his body. 

Erec thought about that a moment, confused. The Furies had said that they 
would restore him as he was. Did that mean that they would give him back the 
eyes that Baskania had stolen? There was nothing he could do but ask them. It 
seemed like it would be a small task for the Furies to do that. 

“T don’t think there is anything that we can do right now,” Erec said. “We 
need to be careful and plan this right—we’re only going to get one shot.” 

“Ts there someone that could help us? Maybe Aoquesth?” 

“That’s not a bad idea. I want to ask the Fates what to do, but I need my body 
back first. We’ ll have to come back here when it’s time.” 

“There’s only one problem.” Spartacus frowned. “If you come back to 
Alsatia, you won’t survive Mercy’s Spike again. I’m going to have to do it on 
my own.” 

Erec had not thought about that. Once he was alive, getting here would be a 
whole different story. “I don’t know . . . you might not be able to free these souls 
by yourself. Pll have to find another way. Or. . . if I have to come back then I 
will, I guess. . . .” All of those souls had to be freed, there was no question about 
it. And Erec had the feeling that it was a part of his quest, and he had to do it. 
But how could he risk death again? Was that really what he was supposed to do? 


The thought made him shudder. . . . 

Spartacus smiled. “You’re a good man, Erec Rex. Brave, too.” 

“Not so much, really. We’ll just do what we have to do. I’m sure you feel the 
same.” 

“I think so.” Spartacus smiled. “Let’s get out of here. I’ll stick around you for 
as long as I can. Hope I don’t get called into service by Baskania soon.” 

They left the souls tied up, and knocked on the sparkly door. It levitated into 
the air, and Erec and Spartacus passed through. The two of them did not need 
directions to know the way back to the Furies. 

“Clear your mind,” Erec said. “Don’t think about the souls at all. I don’t want 
the Furies to catch onto our ideas.” 

“T’] just pay attention to the details in the library. It’s so beautiful, that’s more 
than enough to fill my mind.” 

Even though the birds’ nest that Erec was seeing was not what he would call 
beautiful, it was really cool. The passageways were built out of sticks and straw, 
making the whole thing look like a massive play hut. Up the long flight of stairs 
made of sticks, then around a few corners, and they were back with the Furies 
again. 

Erec thought about his surroundings, like Spartacus was planning to. The 
branches were woven so tightly in the walls. And there were curtains made of 
spun leaves. ... 

Alecto preened her scarlet feathers. “I see you have your soul back, Erec Rex. 
Congratulations. Would you like to be restored into your body now?” 

Think about the cushions made of sticks. Would those be comfortable? he 
wondered. “Um... yes! I would like my body back. Thank you!” Alecto began 
to raise a claw, and Erec shouted, “Wait! Could I also have the things that were 
mine again with it? Like my eyes—they were combined with Aoquesth’s dragon 
eyes. Baskania stole them from me after I died. And the Twrch Trwyth, and my 
Amulet of Virtues—he took those too. Oh, and my scepter!” 

Erec waited, hopeful, trying to control his thoughts. Cushions. Concentrate 
on the cushions. 

“Of course you can have all of those things,” Alecto said. “It will be my 
additional pleasure to take them away from Baskania. What a selfish mortal.” 

Erec jumped with glee. Everything would be fixed now! All of his horrible 
mistakes would be corrected! He looked at Spartacus with delight, and the ghost 
gave him a smile. 

“That reminds me,” Tisiphone said. “We promised that you would have 
everything you could want. Money, fame, a palace. Would you like to be king, 
Erec? It’s the least that we could do.” 


It was hard to turn down having everything handed to him. It all sounded so 
good. Wouldn’t it be nice not to have to do any more quests? He would rule right 
away and do everything that he wanted to do. Even use the scepter... 

But that would not work. Erec wasn’t ready to use the scepter yet—that had 
been proven to him. And if the Fates hadn’t allowed it themselves yet, he must 
not be ready to rule. 

Plus, how could he accept favors from the Furies who were living in freedom 
because of the souls in their basement . . . Stop! He froze his thoughts. Cushions. 
Think about the cushions. They look so comfortable, even though spiky sticks are 
popping out of them. Spartacus looked at him curiously when he didn’t answer. 

Megaera, the white bird, asked, “Would you like one, then?” 

One what? Erec couldn’t figure it out. “A palace?” 

“No.” She giggled. “One of the cushions you keep thinking about. I read into 
your mind to see what you wanted to do about becoming king, but it seems you 
are much more interested in cushions!” 

All three of the Furies laughed in the way adults would chuckle about a 
wayward toddler. Megaera said, “You do know, don’t you, that what you are 
looking at aren’t really cushions? Those are granite rocks, part of our cave here. 
But I can make you a cushion to keep that looks just like the one you keep 
thinking about.” 

Erec nodded, trying to stay focused on the cushions. She had read his mind. 
He was nervous that she might probe deeper, or that he would slip and think the 
wrong thing. “That would be great. Those cushions look so . . . interesting. But I 
don’t know about being king. At least not yet. I have to do some other things 
first.” Cushions. Cushions. Cushions. 

“Money? Power?” Tisiphone said. “Surely you want something.” 

What did he want? Some new magical ability sounded good. But what? 
Trying hard to keep his mind off of the souls, he considered what would protect 
him if he ran into Baskania again. It had been annoying that Baskania had been 
able to read his mind so easily, even when Erec was a ghost. “Okay. I know. I’d 
like it if nobody was able to read my mind anymore—ever.” 

The Furies considered that for a moment, and then Tisiphone said, 
suspiciously, “Anybody? Or just any human?” 

Erec immediately realized that she was suspicious of him trying to hide things 
from them. “Just humans is fine! I mean, Spartacus should be able to read my 
mind. I’m thinking about Baskania in particular. He’s very powerful, and can 
read my mind even when I’m a spirit. Can you make it so that he cannot read my 
mind ever again? 

“No problem.” Tisiphone smiled. 


“Anything else?” Megaera asked. 

The more help the better, Erec thought. Spartacus would be helping him until 
he got called into service from Baskania. . . . “Spartacus swallowed a pill that 
put him under the complete control of Baskania. Can you remove that spell so 
that he is free now?” 

Spartacus gave Erec a smile and a nod. 

Alecto said, “We can do that, of course. But Baskania will know. And there 
will be consequences. But we are not the Fates, and do not predict outcomes of 
events like they do.” 

Megaera added, “Not that we couldn’t if we wanted to, of course. Their 
power does not surpass ours.” 

Erec wondered if that was the case. 

“Of course it’s true,” Tisiphone said with a smile. “But it’s not something we 
have chosen to develop. So I cannot tell you what will happen, only that 
something definitely will happen. If I remove Spartacus’s servitude pill—and if I 
remove yours—Baskania will know. This is the nature of the magic. And all I 
can say for sure is that you don’t want Baskania knowing that much about you 
and Spartacus right now. Something tells me that.” 

Spartacus shrugged. “I won’t be around long anyway, so it doesn’t matter for 
me.” 

Erec tried to change the subject quickly before either of them thought about 
the souls. “Well . . . I guess we won’t do that, then. Will the servitude pill that I 
took still affect me when I become human again?” 

“T don’t see why not,” Tisiphone said. “It should not affect you in the same 
way, though. Your spirit might be under Baskania’s command, but your body 
and soul will not, as they were not there when you took the pill. So yov’ l likely 
be able to fight it off.” 

Erec had not thought about the pill still affecting him. He had hoped he would 
be returned completely to normal. It was bad news, but compared to all of the 
great news it really didn’t matter. He tried to think if there was anything else that 
he could ask the Furies for. Maybe if he was invisible he could get around easier. 
But then again, the thing he wanted the most was to be completely normal, and 
enjoy being with his family, so that wouldn’t work. 

What if Spartacus was invisible, though? That might help both of them. He 
turned to Spartacus. “What do you think about being invisible? You might be 
able to sneak out of Baskania’s assignments easier, or show up and not get told 
to do anything. And if you’re around me, you’ll have the element of surprise if 
you’re helping me.” 

“That makes a lot of sense.” Spartacus frowned. “But wouldn’t it be hard if 


you couldn’t see me?” 

“What if I’m the only one that can see or hear you? It’s not like—” Erec 
almost said that Spartacus did not have a long time left to live, but he quickly cut 
that thought out of his mind, in case it led somewhere else. “It’s not like you 
have a lot of friends around to talk to.” 

Spartacus laughed. “Correct as well. Sounds like a plan.” 

Alecto yawned. “Silly human ideas. Well, it’s fine with us. Of course, we will 
always be able to see and hear you, ourselves. There you go.” 

Spartacus did not look any different to Erec at all. He wondered if his 
invisibility had already taken effect. 

“Visit any time you like.” Alecto seemed bored. “And Spartacus? Would you 
like anything else? To be brought back to life, maybe?” 

Erec looked at Spartacus, who seemed distracted. 

Megaera laughed. “Look, he just wants all of those books that he thinks he is 
looking at. I can hear it in his head—books, books, books. Such simple creatures, 
really.” 

“Would you like those books, Spartacus?” 

He nodded. “Yes, thank you. I don’t need to be alive again. Sounds good, but 
without a soul...” 

“Yes,” Megaera nodded absently. “You would get taken by Tarvos right away. 
I don’t blame you on that one.” 

“All right, then.” Alecto swished her wings. “Erec, Pll put you right where 
you were when you lost your life, and you’ll have everything back again. As 
well as the power to see and speak to Spartacus. And nobody will be able to read 
your mind anymore—except for us, if we choose. Anything else?” 

Cushions. Cushions. “Cushions?” It popped out of Erec’s mouth by accident. 

Megaera laughed. “You shall have the cushions, too. And books for you.” 

“Oh—can you put my scepter near me, but not touching me? Thanks.” 

Alecto nodded lightly. “Here you go.” 


In a flash, Erec’s surroundings narrowed tightly around him. It happened so fast 
that it took a minute for him to realize that he was in another place entirely. 
Sitting on a dirt floor, steep walls of earth around him. Nearby were several of 
the intricately woven stick cushions that he had seen when he was with the 
Furies, just like they promised him. 

The pit. He was in the pit of the Diamond Mind. Where he had died. 

Things were definitely different now. This was a feeling that Erec recognized 
as if it was from a distant memory. Movement. He could feel his body as it 


moved. Things were happening inside of him—and they felt so wonderful! 
Breathing ... and a heartbeat. Because he had not experienced those for so long 
they seemed breathtaking . . . overwhelming. It was all so beautiful. 

Other things, too. When he closed his eyes, he stopped seeing. And when he 
opened them light came in again. As a spirit he had sight even with missing 
eyes. And his skin felt pressure where it rested back against the wall. He was 
alive! 

Erec rubbed his hands over himself to make sure, and he could feel warmth, 
and touch. Nothing was missing inside of him at all! There was no aching for a 
missing soul. He was back, completely in one piece! 

How lucky. Erec was overwhelmed with happiness. He would be able to go 
home again, live a normal life. Do quests! Even difficult quests seemed like 
nothing after what he just went through—as long as they didn’t involve dying 
again. He was so overcome that he stood and jumped in the air, arms up like a 
prizefighter who had won the world championship. 

But all at once he sat back down. Spartacus would be suffering for him. And 
the souls were still locked away in Alsatia. His life could not be truly his until he 
did his best to help them. 

“Erec Rex?” a gleeful voice echoed in the pit, making him jump. “You’re 
back. I can’t believe it! I was keeping your body for you, as you asked. But then 
it disappeared and I figured that things had gone badly. I was sure that we would 
never meet again. And now here you are!” 

It was the Diamond Mind. Erec had almost forgotten he would be here. “I 
made it. I can’t believe it either.” 

“T saved the last bit of your soul. Would you like that back?” 

“Yes.” Erec had forgotten about it completely. It was such a small piece he 
had not even noticed that it was missing. That had been all he was living with 
before? 

“Take it. I told you I keep my word.” 

Something sparkled before him, and then Erec could feel it enter his chest. He 
felt no different from before. “Thanks.” 

“Wonderful. Now I want to hear everything.” 

Erec smiled at the creature. First he felt on his neck for the Twrch Trwyth. It 
hung there, all three remaining Awen untouched. Baskania must have been 
saving them—Erec was thankful that they were still intact. He looked at the 
Amulet of Virtues that was once again around his neck. Only six segments were 
lit with colors. That meant that his current quest was not finished yet. 

Which did not surprise him. How could he be done when all of those souls 
were still prisoners? One thing he had learned from doing quests was that there 


was a greater goal to accomplish beyond just following the simple orders. Now 
he knew that saving the souls was what he was meant to do all along. If only he 
could figure out how... 

“Tell me,” the Diamond Mind insisted. “I must know what happened to you.” 

Erec wanted nothing more than to leave and see his family again. But he 
spent a few minutes recounting his adventures for the Diamond Mind. As he was 
talking, however, he felt something strange, as if there was a kind of energy in 
the air. It bothered him, made him itch in a way, feel uncomfortable. But it 
wasn’t until he reached the part of his story when Baskania took his scepter that 
he remembered to look— 

And there it was behind him, against the wall of the pit, surrounded by some 
cushions made out of sticks. He had not even noticed that it was there, but could 
definitely feel its presence. The Furies had done as he asked and placed it away 
from him. 

But now that he saw it, he felt desperate to touch it one more time. Holding 
back, he stared at it with a possessive fear. More than anything, he never wanted 
to part from it again, he wanted to use it more than ever . . . but he also wanted it 
to be gone. It horrified him to think of what he had done with it before. And he 
was sure that given the chance, he would do that again, or worse. 

No, he had to command it to go away again. But there was one thing that he 
wanted to see first. It was a small thing, and he hoped that he could use the 
scepter this way without it possessing him again. Maybe he could command it 
without touching it.... 

Scepter, I want to see what Baskania used you for when he had you. Show me 
what happened. 

A white screen appeared in the air. Erec was relieved that, as he was not 
touching it, the scepter did not create the same mad desire in him. But a feeling 
of power still rushed through his body. The screen proceeded to show Erec a 
movie that contained everything Baskania had done with his scepter. It was 
horrifying. 

For fun, Baskania made seven men split into a thousand pieces each and then 
reassembled them, mixing parts, so that they all appeared strangely put together 
and oddly related to one another. 

He turned a general that he was bored of into a giant pudding, and then 
commanded his soldiers to eat him for dessert. 

He shot multiple bolts of power at the moon to remove it from the night sky. 
The great ball of rock shattered into five pieces, the largest of which turned red. 

He gave a talk and made the audience laugh hysterically when he told a joke, 
to the point where none of them could breathe. One officer died of asphyxiation 


before he released the spell. 

He made himself grow larger than he had been before so that he could fit 
more eyes in his face and body. 

He pointed the scepter around the library and had an instant input of all of 
the books that were there into his brain, as if he had read them all at once. 

The list went on and on. Baskania had used the scepter continuously, and 
mostly for things that he could have done without it. But Erec knew why—using 
it felt so good, and gave the user such a sense of power, that he would want to do 
everything with it. Watching how Baskania abused the magic made Erec want to 
stay away from the thing even more. It disgusted him. 

Baskania also had spent a lot of time talking to the scepter as well. It advised 
him, and prodded him into using it more, although Baskania would have done so 
anyway. Luckily the thing also seemed to preoccupy him and distract him from 
the dragon eyes and the Twrch Trwyth. The scepter wanted Baskania’s full 
attention. 

There were a few more disturbing things that Erec saw: 

Baskania used the scepter to create a huge crowd at the coronation ceremony 
for the Stain triplets. Balor, Damon, and Dollick were crowned the kings of 
Alypium, Aorth, and Ashona. He then used the scepter to create huge castles for 
the three boys, as well as ornate crowns that he affixed to their heads. 

He created massive statues of himself that erupted straight out of the ground 
in Alypium and in Americorth North, and from the sea bed near Ashona. These 
towered over all of the buildings. The statues had moving eyes, and watched all 
that happened within their sight, reporting everything to Baskania. 

He placed Fear Essences into the air of both Upper Earth and the Kingdoms 
of the Keepers. It created an atmosphere that increased stress and made people 
prone to anger and greed. It also made them more subject to being ruled, as they 
would be less likely to communicate with one another. 

He created a new group called the Special Tax Service. Countless men and 
women were enslaved by the scepter, and made to go door to door collecting 
valuables for him. People were required to give up their most valuable 
possessions on a monthly basis “for the good of the people.” 

He put a spell on his name, so that it could not be spoken without saying, “I 
worship the Shadow Prince” three times. 

And with a particularly powerful swipe of the scepter, he put an idea in the 
head of every person in the world. Baskania made them all believe that he was 
born the one true ruler, that nobody should ever defy him, and that they were all 
there only to serve his needs. 

Erec sat a moment in disbelief after the screen vanished. The Diamond Mind 


was Silent too—it obviously was as stunned as he was. Thank goodness that Erec 
had taken the scepter back from Baskania. King Piter had been right—Baskania 
would surely have destroyed the world with it if he had it for much longer. He 
wondered how much time that would have taken. 

“How long was I gone?” he asked the Diamond Mind. 

The creature spoke quietly. “Three weeks, to the day. I suppose I wish that I 
hadn’t asked you what happened. I really was happier not knowing all of this.” 

Erec shook his head. “I want to send this scepter away again, but first I’m 
going to have to reverse some of the things that Baskania’s done.” He thought 
about it for a while. “I have to be careful, though. It’s too dangerous for me to 
use the scepter for one more thing than I need to. So let’s pick and choose.” 

“Are you asking for my help?” the thing asked. 

“T guess I am. You saw the movies with me. I don’t know what to do.” 

“Tt seems like you should reverse the false idea he implanted in every human 
that they are here only to serve him, and that he is the one true ruler.” 

“Definitely. And fix the moon! I also need to get rid of those Fear Essences. 
I’m so happy to get my body back that I can barely notice them . . . but I can 
sense that they’re there.” 

“The spell on his name should go. That is a horrid abuse of power.” 

Erec nodded. “And the Special Tax Service. Disgusting.” He sighed. “I 
should probably leave the rest as is. I’m afraid doing all of that will take far too 
much out of me as it is, and leave me too vulnerable to the scepter. I don’t see a 
choice though.” 

“Another problem,” the Diamond Mind added, “is that Baskania can redo 
some of those spells on his own, even without the scepter. He is quite powerful, 
and extremely connected with the Substance.” 

“I know. The scepter feels so good to use that even Baskania ended up doing 
much crazier things than he would have otherwise. But he might like those 
things now that he’s tried them.” Erec was quiet, and closed his eyes. Then it 
became clear. “I might have to stay here a while after this. I’m not sure how long 
it will take me to recover. .. .” 

“As you wish, Erec. You may stay as long as you need.” 

“Okay. Here goes.” He concentrated. Scepter, do as I command you. First, 
reverse Baskania’s spell on his name. Free the slaves from the Special Tax 
Service and disband it. Get rid of the Fear Essences that Baskania put into the 
air. Remove the false ideas that he implanted into everyone’s minds. And then 
make it impossible for him to repeat any of those spells again. Never go to 
Baskania again. Never work for him. And after you have done all of this, 
disappear and stay far away from me until I am ready for you. This time, you 


must disappear until both I and somebody else say that I am ready to use you. 
Do these things now, and nothing else. 

Erec watched as the scepter lifted off of the ground, shaking. It rose into the 
air, red and gold sparks flying from it. Loud snaps in the air around it sounded 
like miniature thunder cracks. Erec wondered if the amount of magic that he had 
just commanded the scepter to do was more than it had ever done at one time. If 
he had been holding it right now he surely would have gone insane from the 
power running through it. 

But even from a distance, Erec could feel an enormous pull on his body and 
insides from the massive spells that were being performed. Lightning erupted out 
of his skin, and some of the sparks entered the Diamond Mind. Huge waves of 
pressure billowed from inside of Erec through the pit, throwing him against a 
wall. If he had still been a ghost he would have been blown straight into the dirt. 
The scepter pulled every ounce of magic from him and used it, as well as from 
the Substance around them. Erec’s mind was electrified from the surges all 
around him. 

For a while it felt like a nightmare that would never end. But then, all of a 
sudden, the scepter vanished. 

Within the same second, Erec and the Diamond Mind fell straight into a deep 
sleep. 


CHAPTER THIRTEEN 
A Scary Future 





Hours LATER, Erec’s eyes opened. Sunlight streamed into the pit. The Diamond 


Mind was awake and humming. 

Erec immediately felt even happier than before. The air seemed lighter, and 
the world more peaceful. Now that the Fear Essences were gone, everything 
seemed wonderful. He had done it. Fixed things. What a relief! 

At the same time, however, his body felt drained and sick. The energy that the 
scepter had taken out of him had left him reeling. Every inch of him ached, and 
he was overcome with exhaustion. In his core, there was also an intense craving 
for the scepter that was so overpowering that it made him dizzy. 

In a normal situation, experiencing all of this would have made him 
miserable. But he was so happy to be alive, body and soul, that he didn’t care. 
He was back—and the world was back. It had been saved from his horrible 
mistake as well. Erec wondered what Baskania must be thinking about the 
scepter and his dragon eyes disappearing. He would have no clue what had 


happened to them—thinking about it made Erec laugh. But he knew that 
Baskania would be feeling even more of a craving for the scepter than Erec did, 
and he would do anything to get it back. 

It took most of the day before Erec felt ready to move. The Diamond Mind 
did not speak, also recovering from the shock. Finally, when Erec was ready to 
go home, he realized that there was one thing that he needed to do first. He was 
whole again—soul and all—so there was no reason for him to be evil anymore. 
He had to look into his future again, just to know that everything would be okay, 
that those old visions no longer were going to happen... . 

Erec closed his eyes and pictured himself going into a dark room inside of his 
head. It was peaceful inside. He took a moment to relax there and feel the 
triumph of the day. Everything was right in the world again. He could not wait to 
see what his future held now. Inside of the room was a second room, darker and 
quieter. 

When Erec entered this one he felt completely at peace. There was the black 
box on the table, humming and vibrating. It seemed to call out his name and to 
hold all of the good things in the world that were to come. He touched it, and felt 
better than he ever had in his whole life. He had taken a big risk, and been 
through a lot. But now it was all perfect... . 

It was time to pull the cord and open the shades on the two windows. No 
longer did he fear seeing himself do evil deeds. 


Trevor looked up at Erec with big brown eyes, confused. “Why are you 
doing this? Let me go.” 


Erec gripped Trevor’s wrist harder. “That’s enough from you. Come with 
me.” His mouth winced into a fake smile. “I would never do anything to 
hurt you. Remember that.” 


Trevor shook from head to toe as Erec dragged him down the hallway. 
Erec knocked on the tall wooden doors of the Inner Sanctum. When they 
swung open, he shoved Trevor inside and followed behind him. 


“Look what I have for you.” Erec grinned at Baskania. 
“Wonderful!” Baskania beamed. “What a treat.” 


“Enjoy him.” Erec dusted his hands off with a grin. “Thanks again for 
letting me serve you. It’s my pleasure.” 


Baskania laughed with glee. A silver cage fell out of the air and over 
Trevor. Trevor put his little hands on the bars and gazed through at Erec 
with sad eyes. Erec felt a twinge of grief, but he pushed it aside. He had 
done what he needed, and that was all that mattered. 


“How about a dragon?” Erec suggested. “I know one that I can deliver 
here. I thought that would be a nice next gift for you.” 


Baskania strode over and patted Erec’s head with his hand. “Boy, you have 
turned out to be a pleasure for me. I’m so glad that we’ve gotten to know 
each other better and moved past that bad time we used to have.” 


Erec was pleased. Baskania was happy now, and that’s what was 
important. 


Erec dropped the shades shut in horror. This made no sense at all. He was 
going to be evil still? Or at least completely stupid and beholden to Baskania? 
How in the world could he hand over his precious brother? And a dragon? Erec 
loved dragons. He would never deliver one to Baskania to be chopped up for 
parts. 

The black box was supposed to know everything, but it must have been 
wrong. He had his soul back! There was nothing that could force him to do such 
awful things. He just wouldn’t do it! Nothing could make him hurt Trevor like 
that. Erec would keep his eyes open, and he would make big changes as soon as 
he figured out what would affect him like that. 

It took a few deep breaths to get his perspective back again. Nothing bad had 
happened yet—and he would make sure that it didn’t. For now, things were 
great. He stood and stretched, ready to leave and go home. So he bounded up 
lightly on his toes . . . and nothing happened. It was a surprise—Erec had 
forgotten that gravity would affect him again. So... how was he supposed to get 
out of this steep pit, then? 

The Diamond Mind seemed to know what he was thinking. It cleared its 
throat. “I’ve been thinking about this too. For a long time now, people only fall 
down the pit, but never climb back out again. They used to bring roll ladders, 
and climb in and out that way. But I’m not sure how to get you up there now.” 

The walls were too far apart to scale, and there was nothing to grasp on to to 
climb. What a ridiculous irony, he thought, if he was to be restored completely to 
health and then stuck down in this pit until he starved to death. 

“Help!” he shouted, looking at the sky far above. “Is anyone out there?” 


“Only me,” a familiar voice answered. At the edge of the pit above, Spartacus 
was lying on his stomach, looking down at him. Stacks of books surrounded 
him, just as the Furies had promised to give to him. In a moment the spirit was at 
Erec’s side, and then Erec felt himself whiz into the air alongside him. 

“Thank you! You saved me. How long have you been here, Spartacus?” 

“Since you’ve been down there. I watched those awful movies about what 
Baskania did—unbelievable! You did the right thing, reversing everything, you 
know. And asking the Furies to let only you see and talk to me. That’s perfect.” 

“Yeah.” Erec grinned. “So, you gonna hang out with me until we figure out 
how to save those souls?” 

“You bet. I have nothing else to do, until Baskania calls me into service. We 
better save those souls before then, because that’s when my time is up.” 

“What do you mean, your time is up?” Erec knew full well that Spartacus 
planned on asking the Furies to destroy him when that happened, but he didn’t 
want to accept that yet. “Maybe you’ll do something for Baskania, then get out 
again and be free—it might not last forever.” 

“T’ll never find that out. Because I’m not serving him. The minute I get the 
call from him, Pll make a pit stop in Alsatia and try to rescue the souls on my 
own. Then Pl let the Furies obliterate me, no matter what happens. That’!l end 
things the right way.” 

Erec did not want to imagine that. But he understood. “I have to let you know 
what I saw when I looked into my future. You’re the only one I can tell this to— 
it’s just too awful to admit to anyone at home.” Erec recounted his vision of 
giving Trevor to Baskania. 

Spartacus winced. “That’s awful. Was I in the vision?” 

“No.” 

“That’s it, then. I’1l make sure that I stick around you at all times. I won’t let 
that happen, okay?” 

“Thanks.” Erec felt relieved. He looked around. “I lost my sense of where 
things are now that I’m not a ghost. There was a Port-O-Door somewhere around 
that brought me here, but I forget where it was.” 

Spartacus laughed. “Glad to help. But you won’t need a Port-O-Door if 
you’re with me.” 

In a moment, Erec was flying in the air. It was a strange feeling, soaring 
forward in a standing position. Because he could see him, he could tell that 
Spartacus was holding his shoulders—even though to others he would have 
looked very odd. They flew forward, over the treetops. 

Now that Erec was alive again, he was terrified of the height and the speed, 
especially as he did not feel tightly secured. “D-don’t drop me!” 


“Of course not.” Spartacus laughed. “It’s not like this is hard to do. Have you 
forgotten already? You might want to close your eyes for this part.” 

All of a sudden, they sailed straight up into the air at rocket speed. At about 
five thousand feet, he sailed right by the window of an airplane. A woman 
looked out at him in shock, and Erec stared right back, equally amazed. The 
woman probably thought she was seeing things. 

“S-stop.” He could barely get the words out of his mouth. “I c-can’t breathe. 
It’s too c-cold here. It’s too fast.” 

Spartacus stopped, hanging in the air. “Oh, I’m so sorry. We just were here 
the other day—I forgot it’s different when you’re a human. Guess there’s no way 
you’d make it to the top of the atmosphere now.” 

“No!” Erec choked thinking about it. “Go down slow, okay? And no higher, 
either.” 

“Sure. I just wanted to get some good distance so we can shoot across the 
ocean quicker. You know.” 

Erec wished he could not see that Spartacus now held him with just one hand, 
and was using the other to change their direction. Soon they were blowing 
sideways, and slightly downward. Erec could not stop shaking. It was freezing, 
even with Spartacus going slower. 

Eventually the sun warmed him a little, and he could enjoy the view. Before 
long, the coast of America came into sight, and then houses got bigger around 
his mother’s apartment in New Jersey. He laughed, wondering if anyone would 
see him drop out of the sky. 

But nobody did. He landed gently on the grass outside of the apartment 
building, then caught his breath and ran inside. He could not wait to see 
everyone. 

“Bethany! Mom! I’m back!” 

There was a commotion, and then all of a sudden Erec was bombarded with 
hugs from all sides. It felt so good to see everybody and so amazing to be 
hugged, Erec could not believe it. Tears streamed down his face, and he didn’t 
even try to hide them. He swung Zoey in circles and threw her into the air, 
bowed a few times to Jam in response to his profuse bowing, tickled Bethany, 
and laughed when she got him back until he cried again. 

“You were gone for so long!” Bethany was out of breath, tears in her eyes. “I 
thought. . . I thought we’d never see you again! Every day things seemed worse. 
I was sure that you were dead—I don’t know why I thought that, but I was 
convinced! And now you’re fine!” 

June shook her head. “Pll never let you disappear like that again. It was 
torture. Like the whole world was destroyed. We could barely function.” 


Even Trevor spoke. “It feels like life is starting over again.” He smiled. 
“Thanks for rescuing me, Erec.” 

“Don’t be silly, Trev. Anytime.” Sadness and fear welled inside Erec when he 
hugged his brother. The images he had just seen of Trevor in his future filled his 
head. He would never let anything bad happen to Trevor again—and Erec would 
never, ever put him in danger. He would have to be on alert at all times. 

A horrible thought occurred to Erec then. If he saw himself giving Trevor to 
Baskania, and about to give him a dragon, what else had he done for him? Had 
he handed over Bethany . . . and his mother? It was too terrible to think about. 
He would have to look into his future again soon and try to get clues. 

There was a strange smell, and it was making Erec hungry even though it was 
not appetizing at all. He looked around to see what was making the odor, and 
then he froze. ... 

There it was! His scepter—leaning up against the wall of the apartment! How 
could it be here with him now? Was it following him? Maybe he wasn’t able to 
get rid of it anymore. What if it wouldn’t go away? 

If he had been relaxed before, every ounce of contentment fled from his body. 
There was nothing in the room except for the scepter and him. He had to touch 
it. He knew that he couldn’t—it would be the end of him. But he had no choice. 
After the amount of power that the thing had pulled from his body just recently, 
there was no way that he could resist it this time. It was too much. 

Slowly, he walked closer to the patterned gold, studded with gems. It was his, 
wasn’t it? Maybe he was ready for it, otherwise it wouldn’t be here. No! he 
shouted to himself. He should not touch it. Not yet. But he couldn’t help it. 
Desire overwhelmed him. 

Only one finger . . . just one finger wouldn’t hurt anything, would it? He 
would just give it a small tap. Barely moving, his hand closed in. Just one little 
touch... 

He squeezed his eyes shut, knowing that he was doing something very wrong. 
But at the same time he was filled with a wild excitement for what was about to 
happen. ... 

Nothing. Erec didn’t understand. There was no feeling to the gold other than a 
slight coolness. He grabbed it with both hands now. Absolutely no electricity at 
all. What had happened? Had it stopped working? Was Erec immune to the thing 
now? 

Not able to help himself, Erec picked the scepter up and pointed it at a wall. 
Make an apple pie appear. It was the first thing he could think of. 

Nothing happened. 

Bethany laughed. “Remember that thing?” 


Erec looked at her blankly. “My scepter? What happened to it?” 

“That’s not your scepter, silly. It looks like it though, remember? That’s the 
pretend one that I got from the druids as a present. You know, with the fake Lia 
Fail stone? That’s when they gave you the fake Serving Tray—the one that made 
only disgusting food, and Jack got the map that would always take him home 
again?” 

Erec set the fake scepter down, embarrassed. “I remember now. It just fooled 
me.” He could feel his face turn red. “Stupid thing. What’s that I’m smelling?” 

She laughed. “It turns out the fake scepter isn’t totally useless after all. I 
found it when I was going through the things that I took to Ashona. The druids 
had told me how to activate it to make it work for someone, but I never bothered 
trying it. Everything else they gave us turned out to be a joke. So just for fun, 
playing around I assigned it to Cutie Pie.” 

Hearing her name, the fluffy pink kitten, Cutie Pie, leaped into the room and 
up onto Bethany’s shoulder. The cat bounded down and jumped on the scepter a 
few times as if demonstrating what Bethany was talking about. 

“T kind of forgot I even did it, and Cutie Pie didn’t notice that the scepter was 
programmed to her for a few days. But it made some kind of connection with her 
I guess. Because before you know it, one of the bedrooms was full of sardines. I 
mean, top-to-bottom stuffed with the little fish. And there was Cutie Pie, happily 
munching her way in at the doorway. It took a while to get rid of them all, but 
we never got the smell out of there.” Bethany laughed. 

Erec didn’t find it so funny. “That thing works? You need to keep it away 
from everyone, okay? Don’t use it for anything! How do you program it to... 
never mind. Don’t tell me. Whatever you do, never tell me. Even if it’s just a 
shadow of what the other one can do, I don’t want to know. .. .” 

He realized that he was starving when Jam brought the Serving Tray back in. 
How long had it been since he had eaten? He had no idea—and could not believe 
how excited he was to taste food again. “I’ll have a thick, juicy hamburger with 
tomato, lettuce, and ketchup. And French fries, a chocolate milkshake, and a 
cheese omelet. And fried chicken. Oh, wait—I’ll have some homemade 
chocolate chip cookies too. And fresh baked brownies. And peaches. And 
mashed potatoes.” He kept swiping food off of the tray to make room for more. 
When he could wait no longer, he picked up the dripping hamburger and took a 
huge bite. ... 

Heaven. He hoped that Spartacus wasn’t watching, it would make him 
jealous, he was sure. But for now the ghost remained hidden. 

“So, what were you up to?” Bethany asked. “Did you get rid of that skin 
thing, or whatever was stopping you from hugging us before?” 


He laughed. “I did. Now that I’m okay I can tell you what happened, and you 
won’t get too upset, I hope. I wasn’t alive when I was here last. If any of you 
touched me you’d be able to tell that I was a ghost.” 

There was a stunned silence, and then his mother chided him. “Not funny, 
Erec. Don’t joke about things like that.” 

“Pm not joking! It really happened.” He told everyone his entire story from 
the moment the Hermit let him escape the cords on his bed. 

Bethany’s eyes widened. “Baskania had put Fear Essences into the air? No 
wonder we were all so miserable when you were gone. I mean—of course we’d 
be upset that you weren’t here anyway. But we were fighting all of the time, and 
nobody would help anyone feel better. How could the Shadow Prince have done 
that? And we all thought he was such a good guy.” 

“A good guy?” Erec could not believe his ears. “You know better than that. . . 
all of you. What are you talking about?” 

There was a silence, and then June said in a low tone, “We did know better 
than that. It’s just sinking in now, Erec, but Baskania’s spell must have worked 
on us, too.” 

Erec thought about the spells that he had reversed with the scepter. “Do you 
mean that you all believed that Baskania was the true ruler and you should all 
serve him? You have to be kidding.” 

June shook her head. “I don’t know. It just seemed obvious—” She plunked 
into a chair with a hand over her heart. “This is crazy. I can’t believe what we 
gave up last week.” 

“What?” Erec wasn’t sure he wanted to hear this. 

“The Special Tax Service came by—and the most valuable thing I could think 
of was the Seeing Eyeglasses. None of us could get them to work so that we 
could see you, which was another reason I thought that you had died. . . .” She 
looked stunned. “And you had died. And now you're here.” She hugged him 
again, for a long time. 

Erec’s heart sank. “You gave up the Seeing Eyeglasses to Baskania? I can’t 
believe it. Well . . . it wasn’t your fault. You were under a spell.” 

June looked down. “I thought I was doing the right thing to help the Shadow 
Prince, the ‘best guy on the planet.’ This is disgusting.” 

“Don’t feel bad. It was all my fault that Baskania got that scepter to begin 
with. Now he’s even crazier.” 

After eating more than he had ever put away in his life, Erec took a long nap. 
It felt amazing to sleep after so much time had gone by. And waking up without 
the driven feeling of being a ghost was incredible too. Erec could happily spend 
the rest of his life doing nothing at all except for eating, sleeping, and being with 


his family. 

Except . . . those souls were still prisoner in the storage facility under the 
Furies’ nest. How could he go on enjoying his own life and letting them all rot in 
a prison? He knew that saving them had something to do with completing his 
quest. He would think about it and figure some way, he hoped. Once that was 
done, he would spend the rest of his life at home relaxing, which was all he 
really wanted to do. 


It wasn’t hard to make excuses so that he could be alone in his room. Everyone 
knew that he was exhausted. But Erec wasn’t just tired. He was frightened. 
Seeing himself giving Trevor to Baskania had horrified him. If he looked into 
his future again he might get a clue so he could keep it from happening. 

At least he had his soul back, so he had control over himself. And, thank 
goodness, he hadn’t seen himself as a raving maniac in the future, as he had 
before. ... 

But he wanted to find out for sure that those things would be different now. 
Not seeing them in the last vision wasn’t enough. He could not possibly be that 
soulless evil jerk who was tormenting families and stealing from kids, but he still 
had to see it for himself. He knew he could ask specifically to see certain things 
when he looked through his dragon eyes. 

He tried to relax on the bed, but all of his muscles were tight. At first it was 
hard to envision the dark room in his mind, but soon he pictured himself entering 
it. As usual, it was warm inside, calming. The second room inside of the first one 
was even more relaxing. Erec hung on to the assurance that he felt from being 
inside of it. Maybe everything would be okay. He would soon see that he would 
be a nice person again in the future. And he would figure out how to protect 
Trevor from anything Erec might do. 

Show me the time in my future that I had seen before . . . where I was 
threatening to rob that innocent family. Let me see what I’m doing now during 
that same time, how things have changed. 


Erec ran fast, holding on to an ax and swinging it wildly. He was sweaty 
and out of breath. Anger and hate surged through him. Before long he 
came to a small house made of logs. He had to break into it. Erec raised 
the ax above his head and brought it down onto the door, splitting the 
wood. He yanked it out, then did it again and again. Pieces clattered to the 
ground as he kept chopping. 


In a rage, he reached inside and unlocked the knob, then flung the door 
open with a growl. Before him, a family trembled. The mother held a 
young child tight, his arms wrapped around her neck. An older girl clung 
to her knee, crying. 


The father stepped in front of them, arms out in a gesture of protection, but 
his hands shook badly. “Leave us alone. You can take anything you want 
from here. I don’t care what happens to me, but stay away from my 
family.” 


“Jewels. Necklaces. Watches.” Erec squinted around the room. “Where do 
you keep them?” 


The man stuttered, upset. “D-don’t take those. Please. Anything in the 
whole house is yours—but don’t steal our jewels.” 


Erec swung the ax back over his shoulder, aiming at the man’s neck. 


“Sorry!” The man stepped back in shock. “I’m sorry. Go ahead. They’re 
upstairs in my wife’s dresser. But we don’t have much. T-take what you 
want.” 


Erec shoved past them and went upstairs. He rooted through drawers, 
dumping out piles of clothing and old notebooks. . . . 


Erec slammed the shades shut. So, nothing in his future was different at all, 
then? His old dragon friend, Aoquesth, had shown him that the future he saw 
could be changed. He had even changed it himself before. So why was this still 
the same? He had his soul back now—but was it too late and would he still turn 
evil anyway? He didn’t want to see what would happen with the kids in the park, 
but he had to know. ... 

Show me what will happen now during the next vision I had. The one where I 
took candy from all of those kids. Let me see how things will be different now, at 
that same time. ... 


Kids ran all around a playground, handing out candy. Anger seared 
through Erec, making him shake. “Give that to me!” He dove at the kids 
with a snarl. A low growl escaped from his throat as he grabbed candy 
from their hands. People stared at him with wide eyes, as if he were a 


maniac. But there was no time to stop—so many kids, so much candy. 
And he had to take it all! 


Mothers darted toward their children, trying to save them. But Erec could 
run faster than they could. One of the toddlers was surprisingly strong, and 
Erec struggled a while before yanking the sweets out of his hand. His 
mother looked equally confused and terrified. Right behind her was a kid 
about to put an opened lollipop right into her mouth. Not when Erec was 
there—he’d get it first! Shoving the mother out of his way, he snatched the 
sucker out of the little girl’s fist, leaving her crying and rubbing her hand. . 


He shut the shades again, dumbfounded. Nothing was different at all. He 
thought about searching his vision of handing Trevor over to Baskania for clues, 
but it was too depressing. What was going to happen to him? Losing his soul 
even for a short while must have been too much for him. He would have to talk 
to Bethany again and make sure there was a way to stop him the minute he 
started to turn bad. With a heavy heart, Erec left the dark rooms in his mind. He 
lay still on the bed for a long while, wishing that time would stop moving 
forward, and that he would be able to stay right there forever. 


Erec’s entire family—June, Trevor, Nell, and Zoe, as well as Jam and Bethany, 
all wanted to go with him to visit the Oracle. That was fine with Erec. He wasn’t 
ready to part from them, either. So after he dragged himself out of bed the next 
morning, they went into the Port-O-Door and found Delphi on the map of 
Greece. 

Erec hoped that the Fates didn’t mind that he was bothering them again so 
soon. Normally he would only visit the Oracle if he badly needed advice. The 
Fates had made it obvious that they wanted him to think for himself. But he had 
followed their directions, and now he was stuck. Erec did not know who else to 
turn to. 

The weather was warm, and sun streamed through an impossibly blue sky, 
lighting the crests and currents in the river with sparkles. They walked a short 
distance to the old stone well that sat by the water. It occurred to Erec that he 
would once again have to look through his dragon eyes in order to call the Fates. 
It was almost too much. He could not bear to see himself being so horrible in the 
future. What would he see this time? Himself shooting Bethany? 

No. He had to ask to see something positive. There had to be a time when he 


was doing something good. He had turned Trevor over to Baskania, right? Well, 
maybe he would rescue him later. That was it! Erec had to ask to see that . . . and 
maybe it would be the case. Please, he thought, show me a time when I am 
helping Trevor escape from Baskania. 

His family, Bethany, and Jam hung back while Erec leaned over the stone 
well. Soon, he imagined that he opened a door and entered a quiet, dark room 
inside of his head. It was so familiar now, so easy to do. It was nice inside there, 
comforting—and he tried to find solace in that feeling. He found the second door 
inside of that room and opened it. Going inside felt even better. It was darker, 
warmer, and so peaceful... . 

Just being here, and close to the box of knowledge that sat on the table beside 
him, he again had the feeling that he could do anything he wanted to do. If only 
he was right! Here were all of the answers in the world. He just had to open his 
eyes and use well what it told him. Inside he knew everything. Erec rested a 
hand on the humming box and felt its wisdom. He was ready now to see what it 
would show. So he found the silken cord that dangled between the two dark 
windows and pulled. The window shades opened. 


Trevor was crouching, arms around his knees, and shaking head to toe. 
Erec laughed cruelly, and gave him a kick. “Worthless piece of garbage.” 


Trevor stared at him with big eyes, in disbelief. Tears rolled down his 
cheeks. 


“Look at that. He’s useless.” Erec smirked, then kicked Trevor into a large 
box that was on its side on the floor. He looked up at Baskania and 
laughed. “Let’s throw him in that trash compactor to be crushed. Trash is 
all he is, anyway.” 


“That’s fine.” Baskania looked at Erec greedily. “Now, let’s see what else 
you have for me today.” 


“This.” Erec held the scepter out to him. “It’s yours again. I got it from the 
Furies for you. This time nobody will take it away. Why don’t you take 
my dragon eyes first, so you don’t forget? Once you are using the scepter, 
you’ ll be thinking of other things.” 


“Good thinking, boy.” Baskania’s whisper was tight with greed. “Here we 
go.” 


The room went black. Erec felt the scepter lift out of his grip. 


“This is it!” Baskania’s voice echoed. “Oh, it’s so good to have you back 
in my hands again. I’ve missed you, lovely. Let’s see what we can make 
you do now!” 


Erec could feel the electricity spark in the room. Screams echoed from 
outside. What was Baskania doing with the scepter? He could not even 
imagine.... 


Erec dropped the shades on the windows, disgusted. This was impossible. 
Things were far worse than he could have imagined. He would not save Trevor. 
On the contrary, he would destroy him, throw him away to die in a trash 
compactor—and think it was funny. Erec would return to Baskania on his own 
and give him back everything that he had before—the scepter and Erec’s dragon 
eyes. And let him ruin the world again. This was impossible! 

It didn’t make sense. He had asked to see something good, him rescuing 
Trevor. But there was nothing good in his future. Nothing at all. 

So... he was still going to tum evil. Maybe Baskania was going to put 
another spell on everyone, and it would convince Erec that he had to serve him. 
If only there was a way to avoid that. ... 

He had to find a way out of it. He would change his future, stop all of this, 
and free the imprisoned souls . . . but how would Erec ever know what to do? 

Maybe the Fates would tell him. At least he could ask. He leaned over the 
dark still waters of the well and called to them. “Fates? Are you there? It’s Erec 
Rex. Can you help me?” 

In a moment, the waters of the well began to swirl into a wild whirlpool, 
rippling with colors. Rose- and violet-colored drops splashed into Erec’s face. 
And then, at once, it was still. 

“Like, o-m-g! He’s back! Can you believe it, girls?” 

“Unh—ya. He’s like a live-in, almost. Wow.” 

“Practically. Should we ask him to pay rent?” 

The three Fates giggled. “Pass me another Cosmos Ripple, Nona. I can tell 
this is going to be a fun one.” 

“Sorry to bother you,” Erec said. “I really need your help. All of these souls 
are locked up in the Furies’ storage facility, and there’s no way to get them out 
without the Furies finding out. Unless I can figure out a way to trick the storage 
room. Can you tell me what to do?” 

“Listen to that boy, girls! He’s, like, stopped using his own brain, like, 


completely! He only wants to follow orders—I mean, gag me!” 

“Unh, I know. Tell me about it. Like, duh.” 

“T’m sorry,” Erec said. “Pll try to think about it. Can you just give me a hint?” 
He felt desperate. 

The Fates seemed to think this was hysterical. “Do you think you can 
outsmart our sisters, little human boy? You can just, like, pop up and sneak away 
the souls that are keeping them free?” Her voice sang, “I don’t think so!” 

That made sense to Erec. “I don’t think so either. But the last time I talked to 
you, you said that maybe I should free all of the souls and send the Furies back 
to Tartarus. Were you just joking then?” 

“Like, doesn’t he even know what is a joke and what isn’t? What are we 
going to do with him, girls?” 

All of them replied in chorus, “Laugh at him!” And they all cracked up. 

Erec tried not to feel frustrated. “Please. I just want to check. There is nothing 
I can do to help those souls, then?” 

“How many people have to tell you, Erec? You make your own choices! I 
think the Hermit has said that to you, like, fifty times. Like, wow.” 

Now Erec was really confused. “So I can save the souls, then? But I can’t 
trick the Furies. So they’ll know I’m trying to rescue the souls, and they’! put 
them right back again. And that won’t help anything.” 

The Fate that answered sounded sarcastic. “Like congratulations, Erec. You 
are sooo smart. What are we going to do with you?” 

Another one said, “So, yeah. I mean, you can’t fool the Furies and release the 
trapped souls the way things are now. You will have to decide on what is right 
and wrong before then. Ob-vi-ous!” 

“Totally!” another added. 

Erec thought out loud. “Right and wrong? It’s wrong for the souls to be stuck 
there for sure. Maybe I could get the Furies to leave their nest . . . or cave or 
whatever it is. Then they wouldn’t know what I was doing. .. .” 

A voice sung back, “He doesn’t lea-rn, does he?” 

“No-oo, he does-n’t.” 

“T have to think of a way?” Panic was overtaking him. He needed to know 
what to do! “Something might make them leave? I could tell them you wanted to 
talk to them! That would do it!” 

“Tf they wanted to talk they would be here, duh. Think again, doofus.” 

“T don’t know. Maybe they would chase after someone who they thought did 
something bad to them. Baskania—they don’t seem to like him much. What 
could he have of theirs that they want?” An idea was starting to form in his head. 


There was no way that he could fool the Furies if they were in their cave, that 
was for sure. “What about the Hinternom? Maybe they’d like to use that to store 
their souls, or keep more for later, in case the ones they have died?” That was it! 
Erec could try and see if they’d go for it. 

Erec heard a few yawns. “Bo-ring! Nothing like hearing someone think to 
themselves. Nice talking to you, Erec baby! Ciao!” 

“Wait! I have another question. This is really important. How can I avoid 
Baskania putting a spell on me? I keep seeing what I’m going to do in my future 
and I can’t let it happen!” 

More yawns. “Anything else? We have ‘really important’ things to do . . . like 
chat and laugh at you behind your back.” 

“No!” Erec panicked. “Stop! Tell me anything. Will I find my lost siblings 
soon? Would that help me? What should I do to keep from going bad?” 

One of the Fates sounded frustrated. “The only thing I will tell you to do is to 
stop asking us so many questions! If you start to bug us we’ll never talk to you 
again! Now, like, go turn into a dragon or something!” 

The waters in the well grew quiet and still. 


CHAPTER FOURTEEN 
Bad News from a Pen 





Voices ECHOED and crashes resounded on the other side of the Port-O-Door 


when Erec and his family returned from the Oracle. They stood in the vestibule, 
afraid to go into the house. 

“What’s that?” Erec put a hand in front of the doorknob to stop Zoey from 
opening it. “Somebody’s in there.” 

June looked worried. “I left the doors locked. Who could it be?” 

They listened for a minute. Something was dumped onto the floor, and then 
something else. It was obvious that the apartment was being searched. 

“Let’s see who it is!” Bethany looked angry, and wanted to march in the room 
and see what was going on. “We’re not going to let them get away with this!” 

“Let’s be safe. I’m sure it’s Baskania’s soldiers. They’re probably searching 
for the scepter. After all I’ve been through lately, I’ve learned not to rush in.” 

“But I thought your apartment was protected by the chalk King Piter gave 
your mom!” 

Erec thought a moment. “I guess Baskania did something when he had the 
scepter—located us or something. It won’t be safe here anymore.” 

Spartacus stuck his head into the vestibule of the Port-O-Door through the 
wall. “You’re right, Erec. Alypium and Aorth soldiers are all over the place, 
searching for your scepter. Guess who sent them.” 


“I thought so,” Erec said. “How long are they going to stay?” 

Everyone looked at Erec funny, like he wasn’t making sense. 

“Who knows?” Spartacus said. “I’ve been having fun with them, though. If 
you want to come out it’s okay—I’II protect you all.” 

Erec laughed, imagining what Spartacus had been doing to the soldiers. “Are 
you sure we’ll be okay? I mean, can you watch all seven of us at once?” 

Now Erec’s family, Jam, and Bethany were all staring as if Erec had gone 
crazy. “Are you talking to yourself?” June asked. 

But at the same time, Spartacus was saying, “No problem, kiddo. Piece of 
cake.” 

Erec remembered what it had been like to be a ghost, and agreed that 
Spartacus would be able to handle the soldiers. Plus, it would be fun to see what 
happened. So, to the surprise of everyone in the Port-O-Door, Erec opened it up 
and walked out. 

“There he is!” one of the soldiers shouted. A few pointed guns at him. 

“Nice and slow, Erec Rex. Put your hands over your head. No funny stuff.” 

Erec put his hands over his head. His family walked out behind him, stunned. 
June tried to reason with a soldier, and Zoey started bawling. But then the 
windows flew open. One at a time, guns popped out of the soldiers’ hands and 
flew out, disappearing in the distance. 

“Quit that! Stop!” One of the officers still carrying a rifle pulled the trigger. 
The bullet shot out, but stopped in the air midway to Erec, its target. It then 
began to perform loop-de-loops in the air, and ended up flying back to the officer 
and wedging itself up his nose. 

“How is he doing that?” The soldiers were obviously frightened, but trying 
not to show it. 

One officer sounded like he was in charge. “Erec Rex. We have a warrant to 
obtain any magical items that you have in your possession, including a golden 
scepter, and any objects that you might be wearing around your neck. Please 
hand those over, tell us where the scepter is, and we will leave you in peace. We 
saw it here when we first came in, then it seemed to vanish.” 

Erec laughed. “That wasn’t the real scepter. I wish I could help you. I can’t 
give you anything, though. Yov’ll have to go tell your boss he’s a big loser.” 

This didn’t go over well—probably because the soldiers were terrified of 
coming back empty-handed. 

“See here.” A tall, brutish soldier with chest hair popping out from under his 
uniform stalked over and looked down on Erec, thick hands on his hips. “You 
better not mess with us, or you’re going to be sorry, kid.” He stuck a finger out 
and poked Erec hard in the shoulder. 


In a moment, the soldier was flying overhead in circles, shouting in horror. 
“Put me down! Stop it! Please—I’m sorry, okay?” After a few circles near the 
ceiling, the guy flew out the window and landed on the lawn. 

Erec looked around with a smirk, as if he had done that himself. “Anyone else 
want a ride?” 

Most of the soldiers fled the apartment, and the few that remained were 
tossed out of the window by Spartacus. Erec dusted his hands. 

Bethany looked at him with amazement. “How did you do that? You’ve 
gotten amazing at finger magic!” 

Erec laughed. Why not let her think he had done it? It wasn’t like Spartacus 
could rat him out—nobody could hear him. 

Except for Erec. “Oh, that’s a good one,” Spartacus said. “Take all the credit 
for my hard work.” 

“Pm sorry,” Erec laughed. “It’s not like anyone here could pat you on the 
back, anyway.” 

Bethany’s face turned red, thinking that Erec was talking to her. “Well, we 
can’t all be superheroes, I guess.” She stuck her chin in the air and crossed her 
arms. 

“T’m sorry!” Erec caught up to her. “I wasn’t talking to you.” 

“Tt sure sounded like it.” Bethany obviously didn’t believe him. “Who could 
you be talking to, then?” 

There was obviously no more keeping this secret. “Spartacus Kilroy. 
Remember we did things together as ghosts? Well, he’s here now. He’s the one 
who took care of the soldiers, not me.” 

Everyone looked around the room as if they might be able to see him. 

“Where is he?” Zoey asked. 

A chair bounced up and down in response. 

“Thanks, Spartacus!” June exclaimed. 

“It’s good to see you again!” Bethany said. “I mean... be with you...” 

“He says hello,” Erec said. Then he winked. “Spartacus says that he couldn’t 
have done anything without me, even as a ghost, and that he someday wishes 
that he could be as powerful as I am.” 

“Oh, yeah?” Spartacus knew that only Erec could hear him, but he grinned. 
“Time to do a little dance, Erec.” He picked Erec up and turned him upside down 
in the air, then bounced him all around the room. 

Zoey screeched laughing, and Bethany pointed, eyebrows up. “Look what 
Spartacus is doing to him! Looks like he doesn’t agree with you, Erec!” 

“What?” Erec played innocent, still floating upside down. “I’m doing all of 


this myself, of course.” 

Spartacus carried Erec to the kitchen table, head down and feet up. He 
produced a banana cream pie with the Serving Platter and in a minute pushed the 
pie into Erec’s face. 

Now everyone was laughing. 

Erec swiped a finger full of pie off of his cheek and ate it. “Not bad.” 

Spartacus said to him, “Tell them that you were joking. Say that you’re a 
mere mortal weakling. Go on.” 

“Never.” 
A blueberry pie got produced, and hung in the air in front of Erec’s face. “Say 
ities 

“Oh, all right.” Erec announced to the room, “I am a mere mortal weakling. 
Spartacus is the one who can do everything.” 

The pie drifted back to the table, and Erec was put back on his feet. 

He ate a little more pie and then washed his face off. “We’re going to have to 
get out of here soon. If Baskania’s armies found us here, they’re going to be 
back with more powerful people. He’s not going to stop until he gets that scepter 
again.” Erec cringed, thinking about his vision of the future where he handed it 
to Baskania. 

“T agree,” June said. “King Piter has been asking us all to go to Ashona with 
him and Queen Posey. I’m starting to think that’s a good idea.” 

“I’ve never been to Ashona,” Erec said. 

“Tt’s amazing!” Bethany jumped up and down, rubbing her hands together. 
“Tt’s so pretty there. And Queen Posey gave me my own little bungalow that’s 
attached to her castle. It overlooks a coral reef—we can watch the fish play 
outside. And there’s a porthole that we can go through to swim outside when we 
want, with our Instagills. We can even talk to the fish!” 

“Awesome!” Zoey looked excited. “I want to go! Mommy—can we go?” 

June smiled. “Let’s do it! Everyone gets to pack one light bag, quickly. Then 
we'll pay King Piter a visit.” 

Erec stuffed some clothes into a bag. In the back of his closet he found a pair 
of shoes that he had not used in a while: his magical Sneakers. They let him 
move soundlessly and smoothly, no matter how fast he ran. If he stamped them 
on the ground they threw sound elsewhere to distract anyone looking for him. He 
put the shoes on, and also threw his MagicLight into the bag. It had been a prize 
when he was in the contests in Alypium last summer. Similar to a flashlight, it 
left beams of light hanging in the air until it was shut off. 

Bethany told him that he didn’t need much because they had everything he 
could want at the castle. Zoey took her favorite dolls. Only Jam brought a lot of 


things—he loaded a huge duffel full of supplies. He also brought a bag for the 
lifelike objects that June had bought from a Vulcan store online: a toothbrush 
that walked, with little arms and legs, an alarm clock that used to like to wake 
Erec up by throwing things at him—and its female companion clock that Erec 
had found in Baskania’s fortress, as well as a toaster oven that liked to shoot 
burnt toast at people. June put an arm around the final animated object—a 
walking, juggling coat rack. They all walked into the Port-O-Door, including the 
coat rack, and shut the door behind them. Erec doubted they would ever come 
back again. 


Erec had never even looked at the Ashona map in the Port-O-Door. He was 
surprised that it was not one continuous area like a large city, but rather was a 
network of underwater islands connected by tunnels and long slides. It was 
located on the ocean floor, but an elevated part contained coral reefs and 
plateaus. The largest area in the middle was Ashona Central, and this was where 
Queen Posey’s castle was located. June tapped the castle on the map. The only 
place accessible from the outside was the front entryway. 

The Port-O-Door opened into a huge arched stone entryway. Before them 
thirty-foot-tall oak doors stood wide open. Behind them a clear barrier showed 
straight through into the ocean. 

“Look!” Zoey ran over to see it up close, and Bethany and Erec chased after 
her. Nell followed slower, with her walker, along with Trevor. 

“There’s an octopus!” Bethany pointed. “Did you see it going into that cave? 
We can go out there later and swim around. They have scuba equipment here for 
anyone who doesn’t have Instagills.” 

“T would love that!” Nell looked excited “This is like a family vacation!” 

Bethany looked wistful. “I’m glad you’re like my family. I wish I had one of 
my own to go on vacation with. Pi is always traveling with the Springball team, 
and he’s it.” 

“You have another brother.” Erec immediately regretted reminding her of 
that. 

“T know. I think about him all the time. Doesn’t help that I don’t know where 
he is.” 

Erec completely understood what it was like to have missing siblings, but he 
thought it best not to mention it. 

“This seems like a safe place to stay.” Jam looked around approvingly. 

A guard in the doorway took information and approved entry into the castle. 
June walked over and he cleared his throat. “Can I help you, ma’am?” 


“Yes. This is Erec Rex, King Piter’s son, and his family. We’d like to see 
King Piter and Queen Posey, and stay here awhile.” 

The guard sat up straighter. “Oh, yes. Of course, ma’am. Well, just a second.” 
He tapped a screen in front of him and a woman’s face appeared. “Yes .. . they 
claim that they are related . . . Erec Rex. I see.” 

Then he looked up with a smile. “No problem, the cameras have identified 
you all. Come on in.” 

If Erec had thought that the entryway to the Castle Ashona was beautiful, he 
could not believe how amazing the inside of the castle was. The tall walls of the 
rooms and hallways were wavy instead of straight, with bright blue moving 
lights giving them the look of waves. Delicate aqua curtains fluttered around 
giant windows that looked everywhere onto the underwater reef. 

Artists’ renderings of fish of all sizes hung all over the walls, darting around 
on occasion to sit in other places. Perfect, huge seashells were strewn along the 
edges of the rooms, along with small piles of sand. Blue skies and rainbows lit 
the ceiling, fluffy white clouds moving through on occasion. The entire castle 
gave the impression of a movable piece of art. 

But nothing was more impressive than the far end of the huge entry room. 
Instead of a wall, the massive atrium opened into a giant beach covered in sand 
and coral. Fish flickered through the air as if they were flying, and turtles cruised 
through the room without touching the bottom. Starfish crept around the sand on 
the floor. There was an unusual blue tint to the atmosphere in the room, as if 
coloring had been sprayed into the air for effect. 

Erec’s group slowly made their way toward the large opening. It was 
amazing. A squid wiggled into the space. Erec walked right up to the creature, 
and it looked him in the eye and puffed ink. The black stuff hung as if suspended 
feet above the floor, slowly spreading in curlicues into the space around it. 

Nell, in particular, was captivated by the sea life. She stood quietly and 
watched, a smile spreading over her face. While everyone else pointed and 
talked, she gazed in rapt silence all around her. 

“Why are the fish flying?” Zoey asked. 

“T don’t know, honey,” June said, looking as amazed as everyone else. 

Bethany asked a uniformed man who was rearranging rows of white rocks on 
the ground in patterns. “How come the fish are up in the air?” 

The man chuckled. “They’re n’aint actually flying, missy. This here’s a sea 
room. Queen Posey put wat-air in here. It works both like water an’ air, so the 
fish can swim in it and you can breathe too. If you try to jump up, you’ll see you 
can swim, too.” 

“Queen Posey did that with her scepter?” Bethany looked amazed. 


“With a little help from the Secret of Ashona.” The man winked. Then he 
whispered, “None of us would be able to live here at all without the Secret. Not 
even the Queen and her scepter could keep it safe to live this far underwater all 
by herself.” He squinted at Bethany. “You all have family here. Can you keep the 
Secret?” 

She nodded with wonder. 

“This place is not just a set of watertight rooms, dearie. She’s a living, 
breathing organism. All of the parts of Ashona are connected into one gigantic 
creature. She lets the people live safely, and makes sure that we get what we 
need. And she responds to Queen Posey, alone, as her ruler. The Secret of 
Ashona lies deep under the city, and she controls everything that happens here. 
We couldn’t live without her—she helps us with everything: oxygen, food, and 
water.” 

“Why is she a secret?” 

The man looked around furtively. “A lot of people know about her, so she’s 
not a secret, really, anymore. But how she works, well, that’s something that 
very few know.” 

Bethany flapped her arms in the wat-air and lifted off the ground. “It works! 
Try it, Erec!” 

Erec jumped up, out of curiosity. Slight pressure around his body kept him 
floating. In a moment, he, Bethany, and his siblings were flipping themselves 
around the wat-air in the room like dolphins, but breathing all the time. It 
reminded Erec of being a ghost. 

Bethany laughed. “This is what it’s like to have Instagills! Now everyone can 
do it.” 

“What are Instagills?” a sea horse asked, right by Erec’s ear. 

His eyes flew open. “Did you talk to me?” 

The sea horse looked around. “I don’t see anyone else having a conversation 
with me, big guy. So, you going to tell me what Instagills are? Is this some new 
device you humans are using to go into the water? Never happy where you are, 
are you people?” 

Erec laughed, and pointed to the closed Instagills in his wrists. “Nah. Only 
me and my friend Bethany have these. They were gifts from Queen Posey.” 

“Oh.” The sea horse darted around suddenly, excited. “I see, then. They must 
be something quite wonderful if they’re a gift from the queen. Quite wonderful, 
indeed.” 

On the other side of the huge sea room was a clear barrier that looked into a 
busy coral reef. Erec put his hands against it, noticing that he could not pass 
through, although the fish were able to swim in and out with ease. 


Trevor pointed to the entry room. “Just like the other side. We can go through 
there into the castle, but the fish can’t cross.” 

June began to gather the kids. “Time to find King Piter, everyone.” 

A servant was waiting for them when they crossed back into the huge entry 
room. “Are you ready to visit with the Queen, ma’am?” 

June nodded. They walked through the busy area, servants scurrying about. It 
was just like it had been in King Piter’s castle—however, here they did an 
excellent job keeping the place tidy. People in shimmering aqua uniforms 
handed out sushi, scallop cups, and tuna sandwiches as they passed by. 

The hallways that led away from the giant entry room were rounded and cozy, 
the walls rippling and the pathways curved instead of straight. It seemed that 
they had been walking forever before they entered a beautiful room. It was 
round, with a high domed ceiling, and walls that shifted between blues and 
greens. A large pool filled the center of the room, its border inlaid with giant 
pearls. Directly above it in the ceiling was carved a huge round skylight that was 
the same size as the pool, surrounded by a beautiful painted fresco of octopuses, 
stingrays, starfish, serpents, and eels. Dolphins leaped in and out of the water, 
playing with one another. 

Erec had been here before. Last year, when he was doing contests in 
Alypium, Queen Posey brought him to this room with her scepter. The thought 
made him pine for his scepter for a moment. Where was it now? Floating around 
where no humans were, no doubt. 

Queen Posey looked just as beautiful as Erec remembered her. Long, dark 
hair waved around her tired face. But she probably wasn’t tired—it was her 
Instagills, three dark lines under each of her eyes, which made her look that way. 
Silver fish scales adorned her shimmering dress, making it ripple with colors. 
She perched on a huge oyster-shell chair on a pedestal, as did King Piter. 

“June! Erec! So good of you to come!” The queen stood. “Please, all of you, 
make yourselves comfortable.” 

Jam darted to King Piter’s side and dusted him off, offering him snacks and a 
footrest that he had thought to pack. 

The king smiled. “Ah, Jam. Nobody could replace you.” Then he strode over 
and put his arms around Bethany and Erec. “How are you two? It’s great to see 
you! Bethany, I’m glad you’re back. And you, too, kids.” He gave hugs to 
Trevor, Nell, and Zoey, then asked June hopefully, “Will you all stay awhile, I 
hope?” 

June looked overwhelmed. She began to bow a few times to the king and 
queen, then stammered, “Y-yes, your majesty. We were .. . um, hoping to stay 
here for safety. You had said that would be okay—” 


“Of course it’s okay,” King Piter boomed, grinning. “We’re all family here, 
right? So, Erec, tell me what’s been going on.” 

It was good to hear strength in King Piter’s voice again. As long as he was 
near Queen Posey’s scepter, he could stay alive and well. 

Erec told the king and queen everything that had happened to him. Both of 
their faces paled, as did June’s again, as he recounted his experiences as a spirit 
on his way to becoming a specter. The room remained quiet for a while. 

Then the king laughed halfheartedly. “Well, thank goodness you’re all right 
now. I guess it’s a good thing that you did all of that. Even though you had to... 
die.” He choked on the word. “Well, it sounds like you’re done, at least. You’re 
on your way to becoming the next King of Alypium. I just wish that was finished 
and you didn’t have any more of those crazy quests to go through. I’m ready for 
you to have that scepter of yours safely under your control. Especially since 
Posey’s here is acting up now, for some strange reason.” 

“What’s wrong with it?” 

His sister, Posey, answered, “It’s not responding to me at all anymore. And 
I’m out of touch with the Secret of Ashona who is underneath my kingdom and 
keeping us all safe in here. It’s very concerning.” 

Erec immediately froze. “I think I know what’s going on. Baskania had sent 
me a letter telling me to hand my scepter over to the Green House. Of course I 
didn’t—but the letter said something about having your scepter soon as well. 
Baskania must have come up with a way to take it over.” 

Posey frowned. “I can’t imagine how. It’s still here with me. But it’s true, I 
can’t do anything with it.” 

King Piter said, “Maybe when Baskania was using Erec’s scepter—maybe he 
asked to control yours. I’m not sure that would even work, though. Well, at least 
the thing is still here and keeping both of us alive.” Erec knew the five-hundred- 
year-old king and queen would die without its power nearby. The king tried to 
hide his concern and gave Erec a smile. “And you have your soul back again. So 
you can take it easy now, right?” 

“T have to find a way to free those souls that the Furies are keeping prisoner, 
Dad. It’s part of my quest—and it’s the right thing to do.” 

Everyone looked uncomfortable. Erec knew that they all disapproved and 
were afraid for him. But at the same time, they had to realize that he owed his 
life to the Fates from this very quest that they gave him. Who was he to walk 
away now? On top of that, Erec knew something that they did not. There were 
horrible things that he would do in the future, including killing Trevor, 
terrorizing strangers, and giving Baskania his scepter and his dragon eyes. He 
had to do good things now to make up for all that. If the Fates wanted him to risk 


his life, maybe it was for a reason, to stop him from turning evil. 

The king gave a quick shrug. “I can’t advise you to do that, Erec. Why don’t 
you leave things be as they are? Just forget about those souls. You are safe now, 
and that is what is important.” 

The chair that King Piter had been sitting in suddenly toppled onto its side. 
Erec grinned. Only he could see that Spartacus was making a statement. 

The King grew even paler. “I... I’m sorry, whoever is here. I know, other 
people count in this world besides my own son. It’s just that you have an 
important path.” He put a hand over his face. “I don’t know what to do.” 

“You don’t have to do anything, Dad. I’ve already talked to the Fates about 
this. They said that I need to figure out what’s right and wrong by myself.” He 
looked around. “I thought it would help to get the Furies to leave their cave so I 
can sneak in when they aren’t there. Any ideas?” 

Queen Posey smirked. “It’s not like they’re going to just up and leave those 
souls behind, are they?” 

“Maybe we could make the room holding the souls come away on its own,” 
Bethany said. “It is alive, right?” 

Erec nodded. “It is. I wonder if we could find a way to control it, make it 
think that we’re the Furies.” 

The king shook his head. “You have to be careful. None of these ideas sounds 
possible, and I don’t know if there is a way at all.” He scratched his chin. “The 
Fates once gave me a pen that will write out answers to any question I ask. I save 
it for emergencies. Overusing it can make you dependent on it, like the scepter.” 
Erec knew what he meant immediately. “But I think that this qualifies.” His 
brow furrowed. “I hope I’m strong enough to use it now.” A glint surfaced in the 
king’s eye as he fished through his long, black robe. “It’s always with me. The 
Aitherpoint quill. Ah, yes. Here it is.” 

The quill was a simple feather with its tip carved into a point. The feather was 
a glossy, deep, shiny black, with a red flourish on the end. The king cradled it in 
his hands. “Jam, do you have some paper I could use?” 

Within a second, Jam had produced a pad from one of his vest pockets. “Of 
course, sire.” 

“Thank you.” The king set his chair upright and sat back down. He set the pad 
in his lap and poised the pen over top of it. “Quill—my son, Erec, needs to set 
free three thousand souls who are held captive by Alecto, Tisiphone, and 
Megaera, the three Furies. How should he proceed?” 

The pen broke free from the king’s hand and began to scribble on the paper 
furiously. The king strained to look at its writing around the moving quill. 
Suddenly, it dropped into his lap. The king gently placed it back in his pocket 


and read what was written: 

“Erec Rex must pledge his services to his worst enemy. Only after he gives 
himself over completely will he find a way to set all three thousand souls free.” 

A cold clammy feeling spread through Erec. This could not be. Serve 
Baskania? This might be the step in the wrong direction that would lead him to 
turn evil. In fact, he was sure that would happen. If he gave himself over to his 
worst enemy, he truly might do things like hand Trevor over to him, and give 
him his scepter and his eyes. 

Only . . . Erec was confused. The Fates had never steered him wrong before. 
And the Aitherpoint Quill was a direct link to them. Erec had always listened to 
what they told him to do . . . but now he felt sure that he should not. Then again, 
a small voice inside of him asked, maybe not listening to the Fates now might be 
what would lead him to do those terrible things. How could he know what to do? 

King Piter looked just as stunned. “This can’t be correct. No, Erec. I forbid 
you to do this. It would be more than just a personal sacrifice of yourself for all 
of those souls. If you give your services—and everything you have—to 
Baskania, our whole world would surely perish.” He dropped his head, hopeless, 
but then looked up. “This is not a command, remember. It is not a quest. It is just 
a solution offered by the pen. There may be other solutions. Better ones.” He 
tried to sound confident, although Erec could tell that he was not convinced of 
his own words. 

“Much better ones,” another voice added . . . and suddenly the Hermit was 
sitting in another of the oyster chairs next to the king. He wore a long black 
kimono with a red fan across the front, and a pair of bright pink boxer shorts on 
his head, splayed out to look like a jester’s cap. His legs were crossed, and he 
tapped his chin with mock seriousness. “Maybe you, yourself, have a better 
solution to give to Erec. I’m sure you would have done a finer job saving his 
soul as well.” 

“Hermit!” The king looked relieved. “I’m so glad to see you. We’re in a mess 
here.” 

“We’re in a mess, my king? Oh, no, I don’t think so. Look around—” The 
Hermit waved a skinny arm around the room. “Not a mess here at all. It is the 
mess that is in you!” He swung around to point at Erec. “And you!” Then he 
pointed at Bethany. “And you!” The strange little man pointed wildly at 
everyone in the room, and then crossed his arms triumphantly as if he had made 
an important point. 

The king nodded impatiently. “Erec feels he has to free the souls that the three 
Furies are keeping captive. The Aitherpoint quill said that Erec should give 
himself to Baskania—pledge his services to him. That’s crazy, though. What do 


you think, Hermit?” 

The Hermit got up and danced around his chair in a circle. “Crazy quill. 
Crazy dance. Live your life like a fancy-pants.” 

If Erec did not know how amazingly wise the Hermit was, he would have 
thought everyone was nuts for asking such a goofball what they should be doing. 
But instead, everyone waited patiently, expectantly, for what the Hermit had to 
Say. 

Before long, the Hermit stared expectantly too, imitating each of their faces. 
He rubbed his hands together, excited. “What will he have to say? I can’t wait to 
hear it! What a wise, wonderful man the Hermit is.” He danced a little more, 
then said. “Everybody dance! To the beat of your own gong! Get up on your feet 
now—come on. You! You!” He pointed at Queen Posey, June, and everyone 
else. “You want answers? Then, be dancers!” 

Zoey shouted, “Yeah!” and jumped up to dance with the Hermit, making 
everyone laugh. 

Bethany grabbed his hand. “C’mon, Erec. How long has it been?” 

It seemed ridiculous at first, but how could he turn down a dance with 
Bethany? Soon they whirled around the room to soundless music. Maybe the 
Hermit was right, it was better not to be so serious all of the time, even when life 
seemed impossible. Nell bounced a little in her walker, and Trevor got into the 
groove and spun around her a few times. Even King Piter and June bounced 
around a little in their seats, having fun watching the kids. And when it seemed 
that only Queen Posey was not part of the dance, all of a sudden she whirled out 
of her chair, jaw open in shock. Feet off the floor, she spun around the room, one 
arm out as if dancing with a ghost. 

Which, only Erec could see, she was. Spartacus Kilroy, an arm around her 
waist and another hand holding hers, bounced and dipped the queen around the 
room, and then set her back in her oyster seat. 

The Hermit clapped and whistled. “Bravo, your highness.” He bowed low. 
“You surely did not want to be shown up by us, now did you, your majesty?” He 
giggled. 

Queen Posey’s face turned red. “I... I didn’t do that.” She looked around, 
uncomfortable. 

“Now, now,” the Hermit chided. “Don’t be so shy.” 

King Piter’s face crumpled, anxious again. “Can you tell us now, Hermit, 
what Erec should do?” 

“Yes.” Erec was surprised that the Hermit sounded so commanding. This was 
a change. “He should take a breath in. Then breathe out. Just like that. Can you 
do that Erec? Very good! Now repeat it again and again, until you die again. 


Excellent!” 

Erec rolled his eyes—typical Hermit humor. Nobody would make him spill 
the beans unless he wanted to, even though Erec was sure that the Hermit knew 
very well what Erec should do. 

He decided to give it a try. “Hermit, I’m going to get those souls out of there, 
if it’s the last thing I do. But I don’t know how to sneak them out with the Furies 
in there. And the Aitherpoint quill says I have to dedicate myself to my worst 
enemy. But those things don’t have anything to do with each other, do they? 
How do I know if the quill is right—I don’t want to do something stupid just 
because the quill said to.” He wanted to tell the Hermit more, about the terrible 
things that he saw himself doing in the future. But everybody else was listening, 
and he could not stand for them to know. 

The Hermit smiled and put a hand on Erec’s head. “Little Erec. I’m so proud 
of you!” He pinched Erec’s cheek. “You care about the right things. I see you are 
learning well. You will be a great thing some day.” It sounded to Erec like the 
Hermit meant to say, ‘a great king,’ but then again, he could never tell with the 
Hermit. “You ask if working for Baskania and freeing the souls in Alsatia have 
anything to do with each other. I will say, only as such things as brushing your 
teeth and finishing your schoolwork have something to do with each other—both 
have to be done before going to bed. Just think of your little tasks—outwitting 
the great Furies and donating yourself to Baskania—as small things you must do 
before going to bed. Does that help?” 

The Hermit had a way of making things sound even worse than they were. 
“So, I’m really supposed to do this, then? Is there any other way for me to free 
those souls other than helping Baskania? Because I really don’t want to do that.” 

“Erec, Erec.” The Hermit shook his head, as if talking to a toddler. “Brushing 
your teeth might not be fun, but it will keep them from rotting out of your 
mouth. And I know the schoolwork is a chore. But if you want to be a good boy, 
and do all that you want when you grow up, you have to do it.” 

Erec understood the gist of what the Hermit was saying—just like every other 
time in his life, he had to follow the path that the Fates had laid out for him. It 
was never easy, but it was the right way to go. 

But giving himself over as a servant to Baskania... ? 

“Ready?” Spartacus clapped his hands together. “Let’s get this show on the 
road!” 

Erec remembered how driven he had been as a ghost, so he knew why 
Spartacus was in a hurry. But the last thing that he wanted to do was leave this 
comfortable place with his family and Bethany, to depart from love, safety, and 
comfort, and jump into danger and misery. “Give me a day, Spartacus. One day 


to spend with everyone here—in case I don’t come back.” 

June clapped her hands over her mouth and looked at King Piter. 

King Piter sat in stunned silence. He looked back and forth between June, 
Erec, and the Hermit. Finally he shook his head. “No. I understand, believe me. I 
know as well as you do that you were put here for a purpose. But as your father, 
I have to say no.” 

June sighed in relief and rushed to put an arm around Erec. “How are we 
going to keep him here? The last time I used magic to tie him in his room he 
managed to get out—and that’s when he died!” 

Saying this seemed to reinforce to everybody that there was nothing they 
could do . . . and also that even his dying had not been so bad. 

Erec tried to ease her mind—but he didn’t want to lie. “It’s okay, Mom. I’m 
going to be fine. You can’t stop me from going, so just don’t worry—” 

“Don’t worry?” June began to pace, growing angry. “Don’t worry? Of course 
I’m stopping you. ’m... stopping you! Okay?” 

“Mom—you can’t do anything about it.” 

“Oh, yes I can! Do you want to watch me? King Piter said no, and I said no. 
I’m not letting you out of my sight. Do you hear me?” 

“That won’t work, Mom.” 

“Just wait!” June shouted. “I’m not losing complete control of you. I’m still 
your mother. Don’t underestimate me, buddy. You’re not going to be left alone 
for a second.” 

Everyone in the room stared at him, wondering what he was going to say. 
Erec himself had no idea. He wanted her to feel better, but she couldn’t stop him 
from leaving when the Hermit was here to help him. Would she be following 
him into the bathroom? 

The Hermit winked with sparkling eyes. “Madam, I promise you that I will 
make sure this boy doesn’t go anywhere he is not supposed to go.” He bowed so 
low that the neon pink boxer shorts that served as his hat touched the ground, 
and remained there once he stood up. 

Erec had no doubt what the Hermit meant by that—Erec was supposed to go 
to Baskania as the Fates wanted him to. 

June shot the Hermit a strange look, as if trying to read more into what he 
said. Then she relaxed. “Okay,” she said. “Thank you, Hermit.” Then her eyes 
darted to Erec. 

He gave June a smile. “Okay, Mom. If the hermit says to stay, I'll stay.” 

Even though Erec knew that was not what the Hermit was saying, June 
looked relieved. Erec supposed she was clinging on to her only hope that he 
would be okay. He wished there were some other way—and that he himself had 


hope to cling on to. 


CHAPTER FIFTEEN 
A Trip to La Place des Yeux du Monde 





Erec ann BETHANY went for a swim through the porthole attached to her room. 


With their Instagills there was no need for scuba equipment. It was the first time 
that Erec had been in a deep reef, and he was amazed at how beautiful it was. 
Glowing red anthias and orangeback bass shimmied around the patchwork of 
rock, pastel corals, and wiggling bright-red, blue, and white anemones. Brilliant 
blue tang fish with shocking yellow spines darted in and out of rocks in huge 
clusters. Erec could hear them discussing the huge pink octopuses hanging out in 
their reef, and it took a while before he realized that they were referring to him 
and Bethany. 

“So, are you really going to stay here with us?” Bethany looked excited but 
nervous. “You can tell me the truth.” 

“T can? I guess I should be mad that you told my mom where I was going last 
time, and tried to chain me into my room.” 

Her face grew pink. “I’m sorry. I only did it because I cared. I just couldn’t 
lose you.” 

“T know. I’m not angry at either of you.” He shrugged, hoping to leave it at 
that. 


“But really—this time, are you going? Were you just trying to make your 
mom happy?” 

Erec did a somersault in the water. If he told her, she probably wouldn’t take 
it well. She might even go worry June again, and it wouldn’t change anything. “I 
don’t want to talk about it. Can we just have a good time here now?” 

Bethany seemed to know what that meant. “Erec, I’m so worried about you. 
Would you promise to take me with you if you go anywhere?” 

“Not this time, Bethany. Any other time. Think about it—what if I had taken 
you with me before, when I went to see the Furies? You would be dead now. It’s 
the only way that you can get to Alsatia to see them. And the Furies might not 
have brought you back to life.” He thought about that a moment. Would they 
have? They had offered to make Spartacus alive again. But how could he have 
risked Bethany like that? And there was no way that he would bring her back to 
Baskania, after she had been his prisoner so recently. 

“You know”—Bethany twirled a curl between her fingers in thought—“if you 
really were going to follow what the quill said, if you really became Baskania’s 
servant, you’d have to bring me along to give to him as a prisoner. A real 
follower of his would do that, you know.” 

“Are you crazy?” Erec tried to calm himself down. “Suicidal or something? If 
I have to become a servant of that guy, it’s bad enough. PI never really want to 
help him.” 

She shrugged. “Just saying. I mean, I’d rather be there than waiting here 
wondering how long you’ll be alive this time.” 

Erec understood. “After I do this, Bethany . . . if I can save those imprisoned 
souls, I’ll never do anything without you again. I was a spirit without a soul or 
body, and it stinks. It’s like being a broken piece of a whole—just like they are. I 
have to try to do something for them. I wish you could come with me.” Erec 
tried not to think about the risks involved in getting back into Alsatia. What if he 
really had to die to get back? Would he really give up his own life to save three 
thousand souls? He hoped that he could make himself go through with whatever 
he had to do. This time, after turning against the Furies, they would not bring 
him back to life again. 

Of course, before he even got to that point, he would have to give himself to 
Baskania as a servant... . 

Luckily Bethany had no idea what he was thinking about, and she lit up with 
a smile. “Okay, it’s a deal. Just be careful, whatever you do.” 

“Deal.” 

“T may be able to see us together in the future, and that will help me too. I’ve 
been working with a tutor here on becoming a seer. And it’s been awesome.” 


Erec got nervous. If she could see into the future, what would she find out? 
Erec cringed at what he had seen himself doing: ruining the world. Giving 
everything to Baskania. Bethany would never see a happy future, even if Erec 
did miraculously survive. “That’s cool. Maybe just don’t look into the future too 
much, okay? I mean, it’s not worth it. You could get upset for nothing.” 

Bethany looked suspicious. “Upset for nothing? What do you think I’ll see?” 

“I don’t know.” He backed off. “Nothing. It’s just . . . you know how looking 
into the future is.” 

“No, I don’t know. And speaking of that, every time I asked you about what 
you saw at the Oracle, you seemed to change the subject. What’s going on?” 

Erec closed his eyes. All of his secrets had become too much. If he couldn’t 
tell his best friend, then who could he tell? “Promise not to say anything to 
anybody this time?” 

“T won’t. Believe me, I regretted making June so upset. It was all for nothing, 
too. You can trust me, really.” 

“Okay.” He paused. “I saw myself giving the scepter to Baskania. And... my 
dragon eyes.” He could not bring himself to tell her that he had also given Trevor 
over and then thrown him in a trash compactor to die. It was just too horrible. “I 
could see him start to use the scepter for awful things, right away, too.” 

Her eyes widened. “You’re kidding!” She thought a moment. “Well, it’s no 
problem, right? You can change the future. You know that. Now when you get 
into that situation, you’ll know not to give the scepter to him. If you’re the one 
holding it, the power will still be yours. It will be your choice.” She sounded 
satisfied. 

“We’ll see.” Erec was doubtful that would work. Some spell had obviously 
been cast on him in the future, or he would never have given the scepter to 
Baskania in the first place. 

“TIl be working on reading the future while you’re gone,” Bethany said, arms 
crossed. “It will make me feel like I’m with you, I think. At least it will give me 
something to do. I’m getting good at the close stuff, but that’s really easy. Like I 
can see you doing a somersault in one minute.” 

Erec waited to see what would happen, and had no urge to do a somersault at 
all. He raised an eyebrow. “Are you sure about that?” 

“Oops.” She giggled. “Okay, so it doesn’t always work. I think when I told 
you, it changed things. Let me try again.” She put a finger against her cheek in 
thought, and waited. 

Erec still felt no urge to do a somersault. Instead he scooped up a pink coral 
fragment near his foot and tried to throw it in the water. It sank down a foot 
away from them. 


“There!” Bethany sounded triumphant. “I saw you doing that!” 

Erec laughed. “That’s kind of hard to prove, isn’t it? You can’t tell me Pll do 
anything in advance, so I just have to take your word that you read it in my 
future after the fact.” 

“T guess.” She shrugged. “But I also saw that two blue fish started nibbling at 
the coral in a minute.” They waited, and sure enough two fish found a meal in 
the coral piece nearby. 

“Cool. How do you see that kind of thing? Is it by imagining something in 
your mind?” 

“No—it works totally different from your dragon eyes. It’s all math, which is 
why I love it so much. There are patterns everywhere, in everything that 
happens. And the future can be predicted using those patterns. Most people 
couldn’t do it.” She shrugged, turning a little pink. “Not to brag or anything.” 

Erec laughed. “No worries. I know you’re slightly good at math.” 

Her eyes grew dreamy. “I love it. It’s like I was born to do this. All I have to 
do is pay attention to everything around me. I watch the patterns in what 
happens, and sometimes they start to fit together in waveforms, or three- 
dimensional structures like crystals. It’s so cool. Everything that happens is part 
of a giant plan, I think. All of the events are woven together into a massive math 
problem that has spinning and moving parts, worlds within worlds within 
worlds. .. . Sorry. I get a little carried away.” Her face turned pink again. 

“Tt sounds amazing.” 

“T’m really bad at it so far. But I love the challenge. The more that I look, the 
more I can see what’s coming. But right now it’s only a few minutes in advance. 
Once I get better, I might be able to look years into the future.” 

“Sounds like yov’ll be the perfect AdviSeer for some lucky king of Alypium 
one day.” 

“T hope so.” 

Erec fought the urge to give her a hug right there. Maybe even more than an 
AdviSeer, he thought. Maybe a queen. 


Spartacus paced in Erec’s room, banging into things on purpose to keep him 
from sleeping. 

“I know!” Erec finally shouted. “We’re going. In the morning, okay? I’m not 
just putting it off, I need some rest! I’ll be too tired to do anything if you don’t 
leave me alone awhile.” 

Spartacus sighed impatiently. “All right. Fine. Shall I wake you at seven?” 

“You’re more annoying than my old alarm clock. No, let me wake up on my 


own. And then eat breakfast. And then say good-bye to Bethany. Then we’ll go.” 

Spartacus threw his hands into the air, but he walked out and left Erec to 
sleep. 

Not that Erec could relax. For hours he thought about what he was giving up, 
questioning if he was doing the right thing. He was walking away from 
everything he loved—his whole life. And working for Baskania was the worst 
thing that he could think of. It was the opposite of everything that made sense. 
He must really trust those Fates. 


Erec’s good-bye with Bethany lasted a lot longer than Spartacus liked, but 
finally Erec gave the nod. Spartacus placed his hands on Erec’s shoulders, and in 
a minute they were flying through the sea. Erec was glad that he had Instagills. 
In Spartacus’s impatience, he may have forgotten that Erec could not breathe 
underwater. 

As nice as the water felt, Erec shook like a leaf when he was whizzing 
through the air afterward, soaking wet. “C-can’t we take a break? Or go slower?” 

Spartacus set him down until he dried a little. He was all smiles again now 
that they were traveling. “Pll stay with you as long as I can when you’re with 
Baskania. Just because you’re his servant doesn’t mean that I will be. PI be 
watching out for you, kid.” 

That made Erec feel a little better. But not much. Because he was heading 
closer and closer to the fortress in Jakarta. The last time he had been there was a 
disaster. 

A thought hit him—there was one person where he was headed that was on 
his side. Rosco Kroc, his old friend, still worked for Baskania, even though he 
was secretly against him. Erec had to contact Rosco and tell him he was coming. 
Rosco would be able to help him for sure. 

Erec fished a snail out of his pocket. He began to look for paper to write on, 
but then remembered that Rosco told him to just send an empty snail and he 
would find Erec. Erec told the snail to go to Rosco Kroc and dropped it into the 
grass. 

“We need to camp out here awhile,” he told Spartacus. “Rosco is going to 
meet us. I need to talk to him before seeing the Shadow Prince.” 

Spartacus asked, “Why didn’t you just ask me to get him? Pll be right back.” 
The ghost disappeared. 

Erec wondered who would make it back first—Rosco alone or with 
Spartacus. It didn’t take long to find out. Within a few minutes, a stunned and 
freezing Rosco Kroc dropped out of the sky in front of him. 


“Rosco!” Erec grinned. “That was fast. Did you get my snail?” 

“What snail?” He looked annoyed. “Why bother with that if you were going 
to bring me here by magic? Just so you know, it’s not considered the way to do 
things. I was in the middle of something, and . . . you nearly gave me a heart 
attack. How did you send me so high in the air? It felt like I was being held by 
something.” 

“You were—by a ghost. It wasn’t me that brought you here. It was Spartacus 
Kilroy. He was the AdviSeer of King Piter—” 

“S-Spartacus Kilroy? He came to get me? D-does he think I’m responsible for 
his death?” Rosco’s green-scaled face registered shock, and his teeth began to 
chatter. 

Spartacus shook his head. “Look how he talks in front of me like I’m not 
even here. Pathetic.” 

Erec laughed. “No, Rosco. It’s nothing to worry about. Spartacus was just 
trying to help me. I told him that I needed to talk to you.” 

“You’re commanding ghosts now?” He looked around him in fear. “What 
kind of ghosts would that be? I should be able to see Spartacus if he’s a spirit.” 

Erec shrugged. “Not this time. But I’m not commanding him, anyway. He’s 
helping me because he’s my friend.” 

Rosco calmed down a little. “I’m glad he’s helping you. . . . Tell me what’s 
going on. What did you need me for?” 

“Im on my way to visit Baskania and offer my services to him.” Erec told 
Rosco the entire story that had led him here. 

“T thought that I’d heard everything,” Rosco said. “But this tops it all. I can’t 
believe that you are going to help the Shadow Prince. And you saw into the 
future that you are going to give him your scepter and your dragon eyes? You 
can t do that, Erec.” 

“No kidding. I don’t want to. It’s just that . . . I don’t exactly know how to 
stop it. Pm guessing that Baskania might put a spell on me to make me 
completely brainwashed. He did it before.” Erec shuddered. 

“Well, PII be on the lookout so I can stop it. We have to be really careful. 
Baskania can’t have any clue that I’m aware of all of this. Pll have to be with 
you the whole time—maybe I can get you assigned to me somehow.” 

“PII be with you too,” Spartacus said. “And Pll make sure that scepter 
doesn’t get into Baskania’s hands. At least, as long as I’m not called away.” 

“Thanks, Spartacus.” 

Rosco looked creeped out. “What did the ghost say?” 

“He’s going to help me too.” 


“You mean he’s going to stay here?” Rosco sounded disturbed. 

In a moment, Rosco was hanging in the air upside down. “Something has my 
feet! Is it him?” He sounded terrified. 

“Spartacus, put Rosco down! He didn’t mean anything by that. Rosco’s just 
nervous, that’s all.” 

Rosco was set back onto his feet, trembling. “I’m sorry, Spartacus. Pl try not 
to say anything bad. . . .” He closed his eyes for a moment and refocused. “Okay, 
let me help you, Erec. I’ll go tell the Shadow Prince that I need assistance with 
something. . . . Pl figure out what. You can show up when I’m there. That way I 
can help if things go wrong. And I’Il try to work it out so that you get the job of 
helping me.” 

It was a relief to have a friend looking out for him. “That’s great. Even if I 
give myself to Baskania—which I’m supposed to do—you can make sure I don’t 
do anything bad.” 

Rosco cringed. “Wait a minute. This will never work. What was I thinking? 
The Shadow Prince can read minds. He’ll know exactly why you are coming to 
him, and that you aren’t really there to help. He’ll never trust you to serve him.” 

“Don’t worry—Baskania can’t read my thoughts anymore! Nobody can, 
except for ghosts. So I’ll be safe. That was a gift from the Furies.” 

“You’re kidding! That’s perfect. Oh, he’s not going to like that.” Rosco 
chuckled. “He can’t read mine, either, remember, so we’re set. After I traveled 
back in time something happened, so Pll always be a mystery to him. We’re the 
only two that will know what’s going on.” 

Spartacus put his head in his hand. “Once again, it’s like I don’t exist.” He 
picked a stunned Rosco up by his ankles and lifted him high in the air. “This’ll 
help him remember there’s more than just two of us.” 

“Put Rosco down!” 

Spartacus set Rosco onto the ground, a little more roughly this time. 

“S-sorry. I’m sorry, Spartacus. Pll try to remember that you’re here. Always 
here . . .” He shook his head. “I need to think of a project to present to the 
Shadow Prince. Something we can work on together. He’s been obsessed lately 
with finding Bethany’s brother—the one who is supposed to be able to give him 
the secret to learning the Final Magic. That prophecy is obsessing him. PI tell 
him I have a lead and need someone to go undercover with me. Someone that 
can pose as a kid.” 

“We really should track down Bethany’s brother!” Erec lit with excitement. 
There was nothing he’d rather do with his time working for the Shadow Prince. 
“Only, we’ll tell Bethany who he is, not Baskania.” 

Rosco nodded. “Again—we need to be very careful. No information can fall 


into the wrong hands. I know who is heading up the team that’s researching her 
brother. We’ll see what they’ve learned so far.” 

Erec nodded. “Sounds like a plan.” 

Rosco dusted himself off. “I’d better head back.” He held a hand up. “And I 
don’t need help, thank you, Spartacus. Not that the rocketlike ride thousands of 
feet into the sky wasn’t a blast—if you like having early heart attacks and that 
sort of thing. But I’m perfectly capable of using my own magic. The Shadow 
Prince is in his Paris megacorp complex today. It’s the first time he’s been in 
Upper Earth for a while, though. Seems like he’s been busy at the Jakarta 
fortress, which means that he might be planning some kind of battle or war. I’ve 
been listening for information, but he doesn’t like to share unless it’s necessary.” 

Battle or war? “I hope it’s not all about getting my scepter from me. I’m sure 
he wants it like crazy now.” 

“He wants everything like crazy. But having that scepter taken away made 
him go ballistic. You are lucky you weren’t on the same continent; he was 
smashing mountains. But you gotta know that guy—as angry as he was, he 
didn’t slow down one bit. If anything, it only sped him up. He’s got so many 
plans, a battle or war is nothing to him.” 

That sounded worse than Erec thought. And he had to go help this guy? 
“Thanks, Rosco. Pll see you in Paris, then. Good thing you told us—we were 
headed to Jakarta. What time should we be there?” 

Rosco pursed his lips in thought. “It will take me an hour to show up and get 
ready. I usually get in to see him right away, but since I’m not sure, let’s give it 
two. That will give me time to warm him up to my idea about needing a kid to 
find Bethany’s brother—and also a little time to talk to the team that’s working 
on it.” 

“What if you’re done talking to him before I show up?” 

“No problem. I can always pop back in for something once you are there. But 
Pl time it right at two hours. I’m pretty good at sticking around and discussing 
things, anyway. I know how to keep him interested.” 

Rosco raised his arms and flew into the air. “Much better this way, Spartacus. 
PIl see you guys soon in Paris. La Place des Yeux du Monde, on the Champs- 
Elysées. You can’t miss it.” 

“Spartacus can get me anywhere. We’ll see you soon.” 


Erec had never been to Paris, so Spartacus took him early. The Champs-Elysées 
was beautiful. Tall, manicured trees and beautiful parks lined the wide street, 
which led into spacious areas of upscale shops and restaurants. Erec didn’t 


realize that he was hungry until he looked through the window of a pastry shop 
at the éclairs and intricately shaped tarts. They looked too beautiful to eat. He 
reached into his pocket only to remember that he had no money at all. He hadn’t 
even brought his magical Serving Tray for food. Of course, as a ghost it had not 
been an issue. 

Reading his mind, Spartacus managed to find a fat chocolate éclair which 
appeared in Erec’s hand as he was walking. After almost two hours of 
sightseeing, Erec arrived in front of the biggest building in the city, one that 
rivaled Notre Dame in its splendor. It was La Place des Yeux du Monde—or 
Eyes of the World Place, Baskania’s headquarters for his United Nations—based 
global political party and its campaign for world peace. 

A street vendor outside of its tall carved wood doors flipped crepes on wide 
metal disks. He cut bananas and sprinkled powdered sugar and chocolate over 
the tops of the light fluffy desserts. Erec’s mouth watered—he grew hungrier by 
the minute—so he walked closer. The smell was wonderful. But the voice of the 
vendor caught him off guard. It was definitely not Parisian—in fact the man had 
a distinct New York accent. And his voice sounded familiar. 

“Next!” he shouted in English. “Get yer crepes here. Real Paris-type crepes, 
perfect for all youse French types. Come and get it.” 

Erec moved closer to get a look at the vendor. He was short and balding, with 
oiled black hair. For a moment he stared at Erec and then a look of recognition 
popped onto his wide face. “Erec Rex! Unbelievable. What are you doing in 
front of . . . dis place?” 

Erec saw the man’s fingers graze a small metal lever under a cloth on the cart. 
Then his memory clicked. This was the hot dog vendor who had worked in front 
of Grand Central Station in New York. Erec remembered his name at once— 
Gerard. He was the one who had let Erec and Bethany into the underground 
F.E.S. station that led them to Alypium for the first time. 

“T don’t know.” Gerard was working for Baskania, that was clear. But Erec 
didn’t have to be afraid of getting turned in. He was on his way to go offer his 
services to the Shadow Prince anyhow. Gerard’s hand began to pull back on the 
lever. “I mean, I’m here to help the Shadow Prince. I’ve learned a few things and 
I want to talk to him.” 

Gerard frowned. “Hmm. So you’re going in dere, then? On yer own? I could . 
..” He looked around. “Announce you. I think I will. Just to be safe, ya know.” 

“Go ahead.” Erec smiled. “Whatever you like.” 

Spartacus said, “It’s been two hours since we saw Rosco, so we should go in 
now.” 

Gerard spoke into a speaker, stating that Erec Rex was entering Baskania’s 


headquarters. Erec, feeling like a fly walking straight into a spiderweb, pulled 
open one of the big ornate doors of La Place des Yeux du Monde. 

La Place des Yeux du Monde was beautiful and somber at the same time. 
Stone and dark wood covered the walls, ornate tapestries hung in deep colors, 
and heavy velvet curtains swathed the windows. Erec recognized Baskania’s 
blind servants scurrying in and out. They wore black cloaks with hoods over 
their heads, following orders day and night. 

“This way.” Spartacus led Erec through a few dark corridors to a bank of 
elevators. “Top floor.” 

Erec tried pressing the button that led to the penthouse office suite, but it was 
locked. “We can’t get up there.” 

Spartacus cracked a grin. “You’re with me, kid. You can go anywhere.” 

They took the elevator to the highest floor, then walked into a lush hallway 
connecting multiple business suites. People in designer suits bustled by, sporting 
leather briefcases and gold watches. They all looked important and busy; no 
blind servants were anywhere to be seen in this area. 

“Ready?” Spartacus took hold of Erec’s shoulders. 

“I—” Before Erec could respond, he was whizzing down the hallway to a 
locked door. A few people glanced at Erec, surprised, as he sped by, floating. 
Erec grinned apologetically. 

Spartacus popped through the door and unlocked it from the other side, 
opening it for Erec. “Right this way.” 

Erec followed him up five flights of steps to another locked door on top. 
Spartacus slid right through it, and then back again. “Hmm. Just a moment.” 

While Erec waited, his stress level grew until his stomach began to burn. He 
felt like he was ready to jump out of his skin. What was he doing here? This was 
insane. Every time he saw Baskania, the man tried to kill him. The last time he 
was with him it was clear that he would stop at nothing for Erec’s eyes and his 
scepter. Which—Erec shuddered to remember—he very well might end up 
giving to Baskania. He had regretted doing this before, why did he think it would 
be any different now? 

The Fates, he kept telling himself. The Aitherpoint quill. It couldn’t have 
given him the wrong advice, could it? What if it did? Erec panicked. Was it too 
late? Suddenly it seemed this was clearly the wrong thing to do. He turned 
around, stomach in knots, and ran down the steps. 

Moments later, he was sailing right back up again. 

“Spartacus! Put me down. I changed my mind.” 

“Not on my watch. We haven’t come all this way just for you to chicken out.” 

“This is crazy, though! What was I thinking? I have to get out of here, fast, 


before it’s too late.” 

“Tt is too late. I’ve given you my soul... .” 

Erec thought a moment about what Spartacus was saying. He had forgotten 
why he was here. He was free for only one reason, and he wasn’t done with his 
quest yet. All of those souls were apart from their spirits and suffering. Erec was 
lucky to be breathing now—this was not the time to be selfish. “You’re right. 
I’m sorry. Let’s do this.” 

Spartacus had found the keys to the stairwell. Erec strode through, following 
the ghost to an enormous door at the end of a long hallway. 

“This is it.” Spartacus pointed. “It’s unlocked. You better walk in first. It’s 
less likely I’ll be noticed then.” 

“Okay.” Erec tried to put together what he would say to Baskania. He was 
terrified. Anything that came out of his mouth would sound ridiculous. Like, 
“Hey, it’s me again. I’ve changed my mind, and now I think you’re the best. 
Want my eyes now?” He would have to think of a reason for him to change— 
maybe visiting the Furies... 

Well, it was too late to go back, no matter what would happen. “Here goes.” 
He pushed open the heavy door and walked inside. 


CHAPTER SIXTEEN 
A Visit to the Enemy 





(CANDLELIGHT FLICKERED ALL around the huge room, along with hundreds more 


candles in chandeliers hanging from the ceiling. Burnished gold covered the 
walls, which were decorated with ornate paintings taken from museums. 
Baskania sat behind a huge mahogany desk. A man in a business suit was 
speaking to him about marketing Eye of the World. Two others nervously shifted 
in their shoes as he spoke. A pair of blind followers waited patiently at the side 
of the room. Rosco stood next to Baskania’s desk, arms crossed, listening to the 
marketing presentation. He tapped his toe impatiently. 

As the consultant continued to speak, oblivious to Erec’s presence, Baskania 
slowly rose. All of the five eyes across his forehead bored into Erec’s. When 
Erec had been a spirit he could sense when Baskania had tried to read his mind. 
Now he could not feel it, but it was easy to tell that’s what Baskania was trying 
to do. He wanted to know why Erec was back. 

Two eye patches now rested on Baskania’s face. He had obviously removed 
both his original eyes for Erec’s dragon eyes. Erec cringed. How would he ever 
get out of here without giving them right back to Baskania? This vision may be 
the last he ever had. 

“Erec Rex.” Baskania smiled pleasantly, a sharp tinge in his voice. “Fancy 
seeing you here. I rather thought you were in my Hinternom, learning how to be 
a good Spirit Warrior for your new master. But it seems that every time I think 
you are taken care of, you surprise me.” His five eyes narrowed. “And look at 


that. You have your dragon eyes back again as well. How lucky. I assume you 
have my scepter, too? Well, it’s kind of you to come return them to me.” He 
waved an arm and a silver net fell over Erec. He recognized it as the one that 
captured ghosts. 

Now was time for the best acting job of Erec’s life. “I’m not a spirit 
anymore.” Well, that much was true at least. 

Baskania frowned. “Good try, little Erec. But unfortunately for you I’m not a 
simpleton. You obviously think Pll just remove the net and let you fly away.” 

“Why would I fly away if I just got here? I came to see you on my own, 
didn’t I? And I’m alive again. See for yourself.” 

“If you were alive I’d be able to read your mind. So that’s not the case.” But 
he got up and touched Erec’s head, felt the pulse in his neck. “What is this? How 
did you come back to life again?” 

Erec detected a note of fear in Baskania’s voice and he congratulated himself. 
“The Furies helped me. I got my life back, but they warned me that I would 
become a completely different person than I was before. I agreed, but it was true. 
Now I look at things in a whole new way.” 

“Good job!” Spartacus slapped him on the back. Even though Erec knew 
nobody else could hear Spartacus, it was hard not to feel shaken, like others 
might notice. Erec wished that he would stay quiet. 

“Go on.” Baskania waited, interested. 

“Pm here to work with you. I hope you’ll take me after what happened 
between us before. I’m happy to do whatever you want. It would be great if you 
don’t kill me, because I have some powers that could really help you now. Pd 
like to do the best for you that I can.” 

The Shadow Prince’s eyes bored into him. “Why can’t I read your mind 
anymore?” 

“T don’t know. I think it has to do with being a spirit and coming back to life. 
Or something that the Furies did. I’m not sure.” He tried to look innocent. “Sorry 
for barging in. I just wanted you to know that things are going to be very 
different now.” 

Baskania’s words resounded fierce, uncontrollable. “Where is the scepter? I 
need it back.” 

Erec had no idea what he was supposed to do. The quill had told him to serve 
Baskania. Wouldn’t that mean giving the scepter to him? He had even seen a 
vision of himself doing just that . . . but there was no way he could ever let that 
happen. Was he supposed to, though? He couldn’t! Erec froze in indecision, then 
he made a choice. He was here, like he was supposed to be. But he would never 
hand over his scepter. Never. “The Furies took it. It was part of my trade to come 


back to life again.” 

Baskania slammed his fists down on the table and screamed, “You idiot! You 
have ruined everything. That scepter was the most powerful of all three, and I 
want it back!” 

Erec lowered his head, secretly glad. “I’m sorry, master. Pll do everything I 
can to get it back for you.” 

Baskania perked up. “Do you know a way?” 

“No. But I might be able to find one. The Furies seem to like me enough to 
make trades for things.” He wasn’t sure where this track would lead him, but he 
wouldn’t mind taking some of Baskania’s precious possessions. It would serve 
him right after taking so much from other people. 

“Get out of here.” Baskania waved the men in suits from the room. His blind 
followers loped out behind them. 

“Mind if I stay?” Rosco cocked an eyebrow. “I’m not so sure I believe this 
kid. I think he’s faking.” 

“What?” Spartacus was incredulous. “Is Rosco turning on us now?” He gave 
Rosco a hard slap on the back. Rosco bounced forward, and coughed hard to 
cover up his sudden motion. Erec gave Spartacus a dirty look. 

“I agree,” Baskania said. “Something is fishy here. But I do like what I’m 
hearing.” He thought a moment. “So, you’re willing to give me your dragon 
eyes, then?” 

“T am.” Erec smiled. “That’s why I came. To help you in any way. I figured 
you’d want my eyes, to start. But if it’s okay with you, Pd like to keep them a 
little longer.” 

Baskania laughed, and Rosco joined in, chuckling. “That’s a good one. You’d 
like to keep your eyes, just like everybody else. What you want doesn’t count, 
though. Remember?” 

“That’s not it.” Erec tried not to sound desperate. “I need them for a while so 
I can help you more. To do things I couldn’t do for you if I was blind.” 

“What would that be?” Baskania sounded amused. “I can’t imagine what you 
could do that anyone else working here could not.” 

Erec thought hard. “The Furies. I need to use my dragon eyes to be able to see 
them. And if you wanted me to try to trade things to get your scepter back. . .” 
He hoped that Baskania could not tell that he was completely lying. 

Baskania rubbed his chin. “You need your dragon eyes in order to speak with 
the Furies again? What if I just talked to them myself?” 

“They don’t like you. Pardon me, master, for I think they are fools. But they 
believe that you were trying to take advantage of them in the past. You were 
going to release them from Tartarus, but only if they gave you what you wanted. 


They do not want to talk to you. In fact, if you approach them, they will destroy 
you.” 

“Well, then.” Baskania looked alarmed, and then excited. He rubbed his 
hands together and sat down at his desk. “It looks like I have a few choices to 
make. If I kill you now, I get both of your dragon eyes. I may never see the 
scepter again. If I trust you to serve me, I may get the scepter back and the 
dragon eyes. Or you may escape and I will end up with neither.” 

“Why would I escape if I came here on my own?” 

“That is another question I ask myself. You may be here to steal something.” 

“What would I want? If I was going to steal from you, I can’t imagine I’d 
come offer you my eyes, anyway. It’s up to you if you want to take them now or 
wait and let me try to get your scepter first.” 

“One thing will make it easy to trust you. I’ll allow you to keep your eyes for 
a short while, until you attempt to get my scepter back from the Furies. But you 
must sign them away to me now. That will guarantee that I will get them, one 
way or the other. Will you do that?” 

“Of course.” Erec gulped. This was terrible. Was this really what he was 
supposed to do? 

“Okay, then.” The Shadow Prince produced a sheet of paper by waving his 
fingers over his desk. He tapped it a few times with a quill, and then signaled 
Erec to come over. “Sign here.” He pointed to a line at the bottom of the page. 

Erec reached for the quill, and the thing jerked back in the air and stabbed his 
index finger. 

“Sign it with your blood, Erec.” 

Erec trembled inside. He tried not to show his feelings. Was this blood oath 
going to be the end of him? Was this going to brainwash him to become the 
person he saw in his future? 

But he set his finger over the page and signed his name with his dripping 
blood. 

“Good.” Baskania patted the page, satisfied. 

Erec assessed himself. Have I changed? Do I want Baskania to have my 
scepter, now? He was relieved that he did not feel any different. “How does this 
work?” 

“Tt’s simple. You’ve given your eyes to me. All I have to do is claim them and 
they will be with me immediately.” 

“Will that . . . hurt? Will they just get yanked out?” 

“Hmm... I never really thought about that. I guess we’ll have to see.” 

Spartacus growled, “He’s thinking that it will hurt you more this way, and 


he’s glad about it. I’m half tempted to dump one of those flower pots over his 
head.” 

“Don’t!” Erec shook his head. Baskania looked at him, suspicious, and Erec’s 
heart started thumping. He thought fast. “Don’t take my eyes that way, by 
claiming them like that. Just let me know when you want them and I’ll come to 
you.” 

“That depends, I suppose,” Baskania mused. “How soon can you get the 
scepter to me? Can you go see the Furies tomorrow?” 

Erec did not know the reason for his being here, but it seemed that one day 
was not enough time. Plus, now he had a chance to find Bethany’s brother, with 
Rosco’s help. 

Rosco was silent, but watched Erec intently. Erec wished that he would say 
something, to try to fix things. But he understood that Rosco needed to appear 
like a bystander, and not raise suspicion. 

“T can’t go tomorrow.” Erec cleared his throat, thinking. “The Furies won’t 
talk to me again that soon. They said I could come back in a week.” As soon as 
he said that he cringed. Why hadn’t he given himself longer to find Bethany’s 
brother, and do whatever the Fates wanted him to do? At the same time, he did 
not want to stay here at all. A week would feel like forever with Baskania 
breathing down his neck. 

Rosco looked surprised, but then frowned suspiciously. “I don’t know about 
this. I’m not sure I would trust this kid for a second unsupervised around here. 
We should find someone to watch him like a hawk, make sure that he doesn’t get 
into anything.” 

Baskania’s mouth curved into a smile. “Good idea, Rosco. I take that as an 
offer. Erec, you are to remain at Rosco’s side for the entire week. One week from 
today you shall return to the Furies with whatever objects I decide to give you as 
a fair trade, and reclaim my scepter for me. After that, I will take your dragon 
eyes, and you may remain on as a servant here, or in Jakarta.” 

That sounded horrendous. Erec was glad that Baskania could not read his 
mind. He had one week left—at least he would be with Rosco during that time. 
If only he knew what he was supposed to be doing that would help him free 
those captured souls. That was the reason he was here to begin with... . 

Rosco sighed. “No problem, sire. I suppose I could use him while he’s here. 
I’m going to crack down on those fools that are trying to find Bethany Cleary’s 
brother. Erec here can do some of the work. Wouldn’t it be a nice irony for him 
to hand his girlfriend’s brother over to you.” 

Baskania nodded. “Nice touch, Rosco, as usual. Make sure he doesn’t leave 
your sight until next week.” He turned his attention to a stack of papers on his 


desk. 

In a second, Erec’s surroundings changed to a spacious room with an 
overstuffed couch and ornate chairs. Beautiful framed paintings covered the 
walls and woven rugs were underfoot. Erec recognized the place as Rosco’s 
apartment. With relief, he sank into the cushions on the couch and hugged a 
pillow to his chest. 

Rosco sat next to him. “You going to be okay? That was pretty rough.” 

“T think so. I don’t have much time here, though, and I don’t even know what 
I’m supposed to be doing.” 

“Let’s assume that the Fates know better than we do. It seems they like to put 
you in the right place, at the right time, so the right things will happen.” 

“Yeah, but that’s what is so confusing. Say they wanted me to be alone in 
Baskania’s fortress with him now? What if I wasn’t supposed to have called 
you?” 

“Tt’s too late to worry about that now. But the Fates know how you handle 
things, so it’s probably not a mistake.” He shrugged. “Well, you have a week. 
Why don’t you rest up today. Tomorrow moming we’ll talk to the group 
searching for Bethany’s brother.” 

Erec nodded, trying not to think about what the end of the week held in store 
for him. 


After a breakfast of cheese omelets and toast, magically made by Rosco, Erec 
felt like a new person. Sure, things were bad, but they could be worse, right? 
Even if Baskania took both of his dragon eyes, there must be a way, through 
some spell, that Erec could regain his sight again. Everything seemed possible in 
the Kingdoms of the Keepers. It would be scary if Baskania was able to see into 
the future, but at least he would never have the scepter. Nothing could make 
Erec give that to Baskania, and even if he became hypnotized somehow, Rosco 
and Spartacus would make sure it didn’t happen. During this week he would 
figure things out.... 

“So, are you ready to go to Jakarta? That’s where the Erec Rex headquarters 
is.” 

“Erec Rex headquarters? Wow, that makes me feel important.” 

“Oh, you are very important to the Shadow Prince. You know, by sauntering 
into his office and offering him everything he’s always wanted, you’ve made 
him a very happy guy.” 

“TIl meet you there. Nice to tell me where you’re going this time,” Spartacus 
said, even though Rosco couldn’t hear him. 


Rosco snapped his fingers, and the setting around Erec and him changed 
again in a flash. Erec had been standing in Rosco’s kitchen popping raisins into 
his mouth, and all of a sudden he was in a busy hallway with soldiers rushing 
past. 

“Sorry about that.” Rosco noticed Erec’s shock. “It’s a lot easier to get around 
this way than using a Port-O-Door.” 

“T can’t believe how good you are at magic now.” Erec remembered when 
Oscar could not do the simplest things. That is until his tutor, Rosco—his future 
self—taught him everything he knew. 

Rosco shrugged. “I’ve had a lot of time to practice. Follow me—this is the 
way to the E.R.H.Q: the headquarters all about you and Bethany. I used to spend 
a lot of time here.” 

Erec did not want to think about what Rosco might have been doing in the 
past, before he considered Erec a friend again. They went down a short side hall 
into a large room with high ceilings and oak paneling. Shelves of books lined the 
walls. Researchers and typists occupied rows of tables, and agents in long cloaks 
wandered in and out. 

“May I help you?” A woman glanced up from a glass desk by the door. “Oh, 
hello, Rosco, and . . .” She looked at Erec in shock. “You brought . . .” She held 
a hand out and stood. “I can’t believe it. Stay right there.” She picked up a 
phone. “You need to come down immediately. Rosco is here with Erec Rex... . 
No, the real Erec Rex—the boy, himself .. . I’m not joking, he’s standing in 
front of me, right here. . . . No, he’s not doing anything. He’s just waiting with 
Rosco.... Yes... Yes... Thank you.” 

A tall man with short-cropped brown hair dashed into the room. His sparkling 
green eyes grew wide when he saw Erec. “I... Why are you. . .” He turned to 
Rosco in shock. “Did you bring him here?” 

“No,” Rosco cracked, “he brought me. Erec Rex decided to offer himself up 
to us, just to help a bit. Isn’t that nice?” 

The man looked back and forth between Rosco and Erec, not believing his 
ears. “Are you... serious? I don’t understand. Does the Shadow Prince know 
that he is here? I mean, we have to alert him, now.” 

“Of course he knows, Noj. This is our new project, here. We only get to keep 
him for one week. Then the Shadow Prince has other plans for him. But I wasn’t 
joking. Erec Rex has changed his mind about things . . . with a little help.” He 
chuckled wickedly. 

Noj looked too nice to be working for Baskania. “Um . . . that’s great. Wow. I, 
uh... come on in and sit down. Can you talk a minute? I never thought I’d have 
this opportunity. Can I hear what made you decide to help us?” 


Erec and Rosco followed Noj into a comfortable study. Noj gave Erec a soft 
drink and pulled out a tray of cheese and crackers. He sounded excited. “This is 
a huge treat. I mean, I’ve been leading our teams here, studying about you for 
years. And with all that’s happened lately we’ve made a lot of headway against 
the enemy.” He looked embarrassed. “I mean .. . I guess you’re not the enemy 
anymore. I don’t know. . . . How did it happen? This seems so unlikely. I mean 
great—but unlikely.” 

Erec laughed. “I agree. Believe me, helping Baskania destroy the world is the 
last thing I could see myself doing.” 

A look of recognition crossed Noj’s face, and he looked at Rosco with a 
smile. “Okay, so he’s not perfect. I always heard that he twists things around like 
that. I can see how he could con people who didn’t have their guard up.” Noj 
looked at Erec with suspicion. 

“Great job, Erec.” Spartacus laughed. “You better keep your ideas to yourself 
here.” 

“Tell me about it.” Rosco grimaced at Noj, rolling his eyes. “Kid’s a barrel of 
laughs. He got his soul back from the three Furies—you know he gave it to them 
last spring. And now he’s a different person. He’s sensible. But you can’t tell all 
the time from talking to him.” Rosco winked. “We thought it would be perfect if 
he brings his girlfriend’s lost brother to us. Maybe he’ll have some information. 
Where are you at with that now?” 

“Spinning our wheels, I’m afraid.” Noj shifted in his chair. “We’ve found out 
that Ruth Cleary, Bethany’s mother, did indeed have another baby after Pi and 
Bethany. This was not too long before the Shadow Prince cleaned out all the evil 
influences from King Piter’s castle.” 

Evil influences? Erec wondered if Noj truly believed that killing Bethany’s 
parents and the palace guards was “cleaning out evil influences.” And also 
putting King Piter under a spell, and making Erec, his mother, and his triplet 
siblings disappear. 

“So,” Rosco pressed on, “the baby was born about eleven years ago, then. 
What happened to him?” 

“Unknown. His parents were disposed of during the clean-out, Pi Cleary was 
raised by an aunt, and Bethany was watched by Early Evirly, raised as his niece. 
The Shadow Prince planned to use her as a seer, like her mother was, once she 
was older. Erec here messed that plan up. But nobody knows what happened to 
the baby. The Clearys did not have a lot of close friends. They spent most of 
their time in the castle. And even the people who knew the baby then have no 
idea what happened to it that day.” 

“Hmm.” Rosco rubbed his chin. “Any leads?” 


“Only one.” Noj pointed to Erec. “Him.” 

For a moment Erec’s fists clenched in panic. He was Bethany’s brother? That 
wasn’t possible. He had kissed her— 

Then he realized that it couldn’t be him—he was fourteen, not eleven. They 
had different fathers. 

Rosco frowned. “What do you mean? You think he knows something? Or 
he’s hiding the brother?” 

“Nope. But he might remember something.” 

Erec shook his head. “Sorry to disappoint you, but I have no memories at all 
from that time of my life. I found out that my memory was removed—” He 
instantly shut his mouth before saying any more. The last thing he wanted this 
group to find out was that he had a memory floating around out there 
somewhere. .. . 

“Exactly.” Noj slapped his hand on the table. “Your memory was removed 
when you were young, as was Bethany’s. We haven’t been able to locate hers 
anywhere, but we do have a strong lead now on yours.” 

A lead on his memory? A mix of excitement and fear welled up in him. If 
anyone else found his memory, they would know about his missing siblings. 
Maybe they would find clues about where they were now. Erec needed to get it 
back first. He tried to look casual. “Where do you think it is?” 

“We traced the Memory Mogul’s records. Unfortunately they’re messy and 
incomplete. But he took notes sometimes on the people he sold to. Yours went to 
a boy about your age. We don’t have an address or any other identification—the 
Memory Mogul just jotted down what interested him about certain sales—but it 
narrows the search a bit. We’re scouring high schools throughout the Kingdoms, 
as well as checking sporting teams, boys’ magic clubs, or anything else that a kid 
might be involved in. Our team is checking everywhere to see if anyone heard of 
a kid who remembers things about Erec Rex. It’s amazing the ground we’ve 
covered... .” 

Erec was stunned. How could he beat those efforts? “How many people are 
tracking my memory down?” 

“There are about seventy detectives out there now. It’s going to take time, but 
we’re confident that we’ll find something.” 

Rosco asked, “What about Bethany’s memory?” 

“No luck at all with those sales records. We’re still asking around all of the 
high schools, just in case. But it could have gone to a boy or girl of any age— 
someone that might be in college or older now. It’s going to be a lot harder to 
track without a starting point.” 

“T had a small piece of Bethany’s memory,” Erec said. “It was only a few 


hours long, after most of it was already taken out. Nothing much was in it.” He 
knew there was nothing in that memory that would be of importance. 

“You have some of her memory?” Noj lit up, excited. 

“Not anymore. The Nightmare King took it.” 

Noj shuddered. “Is that guy for real? I thought that was just a story to scare 
kids.” He bit his lip. “Well, I hate to do it, but I guess we’ ll have to send a few of 
our people out to talk to the Nightmare King. I’m sure the Shadow Prince can 
get us in.” He looked at Erec skeptically. “If the guy exists.” 

“He does, but I wouldn’t send people there. It was just a tiny memory.” 

Noj marked a few things on his paper, looking tired. Rosco appeared bored. 
“So, that’s the plan, Noj? Just keep searching high schools? Is there anywhere 
else that kids his age might have gone? Especially someone who remembers 
what it’s like being Erec Rex when he’s little?” 

An alarm sounded in Erec’s head. He wanted to jump up, shout, dance 
around. It was all clear to him at once. There was someplace where a lot of kids 
his age got together once. The contests, last summer in Alypium. Kids from all 
three Kingdoms were there. Only that wasn’t all. Something stood out to him 
now. He was amazed that he had not thought of it before. When he was there, he 
had not asked if any boy had his old memory. However . . . there was a kid who 
basically told him that he did. Someone who walked around telling everyone that 
he was the real Erec Rex, that he remembered everything. Erec, and everybody 
else, had thought that the boy was a crackpot. But now it made sense. This must 
be the kid who had his memory. 

Rosco and Erec exchanged a glance. Erec signaled toward the door. He 
wanted to grab Rosco and run out of there, find this kid. What had the boy 
looked like? What was his name? 

“Well.” Rosco stretched his arms, then yawned. “I’m going to grill this kid 
some more, see if I can get anything out of him.” 

Noj laughed. “I’m sure the Shadow Prince read his mind already, so there 
won’t be much good to that.” 

Rosco snapped his fingers. He and Erec appeared back in his apartment again. 
Erec fell back onto the same couch and spilled his thoughts to Rosco. 

“T think I remember that guy, too, now that you mention him,” said Rosco. 
“The one who went around telling everyone he was Erec Rex. He was a strange 
one. His name was Connor, right? White hair and dark eyes?” 

Connor! “That’s it! I saw him around a few times after the contest. He worked 
in a pet store for a while . . . and then I saw him at Paisley Park once.” 

Rosco nodded. “He hung out around Alypium, too, when I was sneaking 
around as Oscar Felix. We better find him quick, before anyone else does.” 


Spartacus flew through the wall of Rosco’s apartment. He hung himself by his 
collar off of a hook on the fireplace mantle and crossed his arms. “Don’t bother 
taking me along when you go. I’m just supposed to protect and watch out for 
you, but it’s not worth your effort to actually be considerate or include me when 
you go somewhere.” 

“Pm sorry—I’m sure Rosco just forgot you were there. But I’m glad you 
came.” Erec wondered if Spartacus was really annoyed at traveling by himself, 
or more jealous that he wasn’t involved in what was going on. 

Rosco appeared confused, then a look of recognition and then fear crossed his 
face. He started to speak, but before words came out, he clutched his chest. His 
head bent, face squeezed into a knot. With a look of pain, his hands shot to his 
ears as if his head was about to burst. Then he leaned his head back, mouth open, 
and made a sound as if he was gargling liquid. Erec was terrified that something 
horrible was happening to him. Rosco’s eyes looked like they would pop out of 
his head, and the gargle noise turned into a scream and then finally a long, 
earsplitting howl. 

When Rosco howled, Erec felt a tugging in his chest. He needed to move, to 
go see Baskania right away. It wasn’t clear why, but there seemed to be no 
choice. Something inside was calling him... . 

“Sorry.” Rosco looked embarrassed. “I try to resist howling back when 
Baskania calls. I’ve been practicing, but so far I can’t stop it.” He looked intently 
at the floor, gathering himself together. “I have to see the Shadow Prince right 
now. He wants me.” 

“T do too.” Erec stood. “He’s commanded me to come to him.” 

Rosco looked confused. “I don’t understand. He hasn’t given you the howl— 
only his most trusted inner circle is that connected to him. And he can’t transport 
you to him if he can’t see you. He can’t make you want to come, either. I don’t 
get it... . Has he found some way to influence you?” 

Erec paced the room, antsy to see Baskania as he was commanded. As the 
feeling grew, he remembered the pill that he took in the Hinternom, and he told 
the story to Rosco. “He must be calling me to his service.” 

“The Shadow Prince is playing with you,” Rosco said. “That’s his style. He 
asked me to bring you anyway—that would have been good enough. But he likes 
to remind people what power he wields over them, so he commanded you this 
way also. He’s probably testing, too, to see how well it works. .. .” 

“I don’t want him to know that he had any effect on me at all. Then he’ll do it 
again and again.” 

“Exactly.” Rosco thought a moment. “How bad is it? I mean, you’re still 
standing here. I admit, after the howl I’m going nuts needing to get to him. It 


gets worse the longer I wait—but I’m pretty good at resisting. I’ve timed myself 
and gone a full ten minutes once before I couldn’t take it anymore.” 

“T have no idea how long I could last. It’s not as bad as a cloudy thought, 
though. With those I pretty much just do what I’m commanded without thinking 
about it. The Furies said the pill would only affect my spirit, but not my body or 
soul. I’m dying to do what he says, but I could fight it off—at least for now.” 

“We can’t let him know he has any control at all over you.” Rosco rubbed his 
hands together. “I’ve got it. I’m going there now—alone. Pl tell him that I was 
going to bring you, but you were resting, trying to remember things to help us. 
Pl say that we agreed that I would come back and get you in a while.” 

Erec nodded. “Make it quick, though. If I have to wait too long I just might 
start walking to Baskania from here.” 

“Don’t worry. PII keep an eye on you,” Spartacus said. “Look.” He hopped 
down, pulled one of his eyes out, and rested it on Erec’s head. 

“Ugh! I didn’t know you could do that. Put it back.” 

Rosco looked at him strangely. “Do what?” 

“Nothing. Just Spartacus.” 

Rosco shuddered. “I’ll be back soon.” 

It was hard for Erec to hold still. The craving to see Baskania was 
overwhelming, like resisting food if he was about to die of starvation. 

“You’re doing great,” Spartacus said. “I get the feeling that if I was 
commanded by Baskania I would have no choice at all but to follow orders.” 

Rosco appeared, midstride, and walked across the room as if he had been 
there all along. “Success. The Shadow Prince wasn’t happy that his pill didn’t 
work on you. You shouldn’t have had any choice at all.” Rosco clapped his 
hands together. “I bet he’s not going to bother using it now. But he wants us for a 
dinner meeting in the Inner Sanctum. Lucky you—you’re getting taken into the 
group.” 

Erec rolled his eyes. “Just what I’ve always wanted. Should Spartacus 
come?” 

At the same time, Rosco answered, “Probably not,” and Spartacus said, “You 
couldn’t keep me away if you tried.” 

Erec decided to let Spartacus do as he chose and stay out of it. 


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN 
The Spider Boy 





Geaminc GoLp plates and thick silver cutlery adorned the long, polished oak 


table. Gems in the table were inlayed in intricate designs, and its legs were 
carved into ornate scrolls and gargoyles. Heavy pewter mugs beaten into waffle 
patterns sat beside thick-cut crystal goblets that thinned to impossibly delicate 
tops. 

Seated at the table, in a room lit by hundreds of candles, were generals, 
business executives, and politicians. Erec recognized Jesper Konungsson, the 
president of the United Nations, from a news story about a horrible accident that 
his wife and daughter had gotten in. At the head of the table sat Baskania, King 
Pluto, and Washington Inkle—the president of Alypium. Two seats beside him 
were for Rosco and Erec. 

Erec could not believe that he was in the Inner Sanctum, Baskania’s 
headquarters in the Green House in Alypium. Was it possible that Baskania truly 
trusted him now? Probably not completely. But Erec was getting the respect 
Baskania gave to his closest advisors. He knew it was this kind of attention from 
Baskania that turned his friend Oscar into the Rosco Kroc who ended up doing 
so many horrible things before realizing the truth. 


Baskania waved them into the empty chairs. Instantly, blind servants rushed 
to each seat and placed more soups, salads, and appetizers on the table than 
could possibly be eaten. 

“So glad you are joining us.” Baskania tilted his head to Erec cordially. “I 
have some good news. After thinking it over, I’ve decided to bring you in at a 
higher level than I originally planned. Although I admit it would be greatly 
pleasing to see the famous Erec Rex as one of my blind servants, it strikes me 
that you have more to offer. The courage and strength that you have shown so far 
in coming here is not to be taken lightly. No, you will be far more to me than just 
a trophy. I have offered you power before, and now I’m going to give it to you. 

“First of all, you will keep your sight. It won’t be hard to remove the dragon 
eyes from the backs of your own. This way I will be able to give you back one of 
your eyes, for you to use. Of course, as with all of my followers, I will keep the 
other so that I can see what you are seeing and thinking if I need to.” 

Erec bit his tongue, suddenly afraid. If Baskania had his eye and could read 
his mind he would be in immediate danger. But, then again, the Furies had made 
that impossible. 

Baskania looked pleased. “Second—and you may like this even better than 
keeping your eyesight—I plan to give you a scepter to use. It will be Queen 
Posey’s, not the one that you will be returning to me from the Furies. But I liked 
what I saw when you wielded it before. I believe that its power will make you 
become a stronger person. More like me.” 

Erec nodded. He was sure that a scepter would make him more like Baskania 
—he would instantly be a selfish, power-hungry maniac. But still, Erec could not 
help feeling honored. Of all the people here, he was the one that Baskania chose 
to give Queen Posey’s scepter to? Not Balor Stain? Looking around, Erec 
realized that the Stain triplets had not even been invited here. They were just 
pawns, he realized. Erec was more than that, though. Baskania seemed to look 
up to him. Erec wondered if Baskania had Posey’s scepter already, or if it was 
still in Ashona and he was controlling it from here. 

“Thank you.” Erec was not sure how much he was acting, and how much he 
truly felt appreciative. “I am honored to serve you, master.” He bowed his head. 

“Excellent. Now, let’s hear the reports on the battle preparations.” 

A heavily decorated general with bushy gray eyebrows and whiskers stood. 
“Sire. Events are progressing as planned. Our army has tripled, and we continue 
to add Spirit Warriors and monsters into our reserves, waiting to be called into 
action. We are gearing up for the attack. And, I’m pleased to say, more good 
news has surfaced—Tarvos has managed to activate his Golem warriors. I have 
no idea how he did it, but he found a Master Shem. The deal you offered to 


release him from captivity if he used his military for you is a go. His Golems 
will decimate Otherness, and then Upper Earth, once you are ready to unleash 
them.” 

Erec’s heart stopped. This was why Tarvos needed the Master Shem? And 
Erec had been the one to hand it to him? 

What a fool he had been. If only he had thought things through. There might 
have been another way for him to rescue Trevor. He had not even bothered to 
find out what Tarvos’s plan was. But then again the Fates had told him it was the 
only way to save his brother. . . . 

A man in a long white lab coat stood and dusted himself off. His hair fluffed 
out in all directions, and his wire glasses were as thick as soda bottles. “May I 
speak, your specialness?” 

“Yes, Swerdley. I’m looking forward to your research. Please go ahead.” 

Swerdley bowed multiple times, upon the last of which he hit his head against 
the wooden table. “Oops! Um . . . sorry there. Anyhoo, I’ve perfected the mind- 
control concoction, Your Princeliness. And I’ve created five delicious flavors for 
it. Bubble gum, watermelon, fried snake, raspberry, and chocolate. So many 
treats we can make with this—and feed it to all the people!” He rubbed his hands 
together in anticipation. “Nobody will be able to resist its flavors. And once they 
eat, they will be yours to command forever!” 

Erec’s stomach dropped. Baskania was now planning to mind-control people 
all over the place by feeding them magic-injected foods? That was disgusting! 

Baskania rubbed his hands together. “Wonderful news. Everything is coming 
together now.” He turned to Erec. “I do believe I have you to thank for most of it 
—especially getting my scepter back for me.” 

Erec felt sick. Baskania owed him even more than that, down to handing 
Tarvos the Master Shem. “Thank you, master.” 

Baskania took a sip of tea. Erec noticed that he did not eat much. “I have 
decided what you can give to the Furies for me, in exchange for the scepter. 
There is something I have that they would want. The Furies can do anything— 
almost. But they, too, have their limits.” He pulled out a thick book bound in 
black leather. “This will give them the power to do more. It is an ancient spell 
book. Nothing fancy. Many of its incantations are for things so simple that 
Washington here could do them.” He gestured to President Inkle, who blushed 
uncomfortably. 

“But there are a few special spells in this book. One of them will be of great 
interest to the Furies.” 

Everyone at the table leaned forward in their seats, anticipating what kind of 
spell the Shadow Prince might be referring to. But instead of explaining, he 


simply handed Erec the book and said, “Page four hundred twenty-two.” 

“Thank you.” Erec rested the book on his lap, under a napkin. What could 
page four hundred twenty-two offer that the Furies could not already achieve? 
Erec was dying to find out. 

“Woo-hoo-hoo!” Spartacus danced above the table. “I can’t wait to get a load 
of that one! Good job, Erec. Hey, do you think I should dump one of those thick, 
pink drinks on Baskania’s head? That would be a lot of fun... .” 

Erec glared at the ghost and shook his head. He was in no mood for 
Spartacus’s jokes now. Baskania looked at him with interest. “I wish I could read 
your mind, boy. Tell me what you are thinking.” 

Erec gulped. Darn that Spartacus! “I was just wondering what I’m going to do 
if the Furies tell me that the spell book isn’t enough to trade for the scepter.” 

“I see. That is possible, I suppose, although I can’t imagine what else they 
could want. .. .” He thought a moment, finger to his lips. Then a smile crossed 
his face. “I know. The Furies like to collect souls. How about if I give them a 
few spares? You’ll bring fifty spirits with you from the Hinternom, and we’ll let 
the Furies enjoy them.” 

Erec was horrified. Make more spirits lose their souls like he had? Erec knew 
how horrible it was to go through, how doomed each of those spirits would feel. 
“Actually I think the book will be fine. Let’s wait on those spirits and see.” 

“I don’t want to wait.” Baskania slapped his hand on the table. “Never 
second-guess me again, Erec. I will have the souls prepared for you next week 
when you go.” 


“Good one.” Spartacus slapped Erec on the back at Rosco’s house. “You’ve 
created fifty more specters, with just a few words to Baskania.” 

“Don’t remind me. I feel awful about it,” Erec said. “But I won’t let that 
happen to those spirits. I’m the one who will be bringing them to see the Furies. 
I just won’t tell the Furies that the souls are for them.” 

Rosco looked around in the air, wondering where Spartacus was. “The Furies 
aren’t dumb, Erec. Just because it’s not as easy for them to read your mind in 
Alsatia doesn’t mean they won’t figure things out.” 

Erec had not thought of what he would say to the Furies when he went back 
—or even how he would get there. He didn’t want to lose his life entering 
Alsatia. Maybe he’d fake that he went to see them, make up something. Of 
course, one of these days he would have to find a way to really visit them, when 
he was ready to release the souls. 

Rosco took the book out of Erec’s hands and laughed. “This is perfect. Of 


course Baskania wants to give this book to the Furies—he hates the thing. It 
reminds him of the one spell inside that I can do and he can’t. Drives him crazy.” 

“You can do a spell that Baskania can’t?” Erec was intrigued. “What is it?” 

“Tt’s the same one that the Furies can’t do. Look on page four hundred 
twenty-two.” 

Erec flipped open the heavy, leather-bound book. Handwritten script 
embellished the yellowed and fraying pages. Some of the spells looked simple, 
such as splitting logs in two and burning twigs. Others were interesting, like 
conjuring spirits and persuading people to do things. 

“This looks a little easy for Baskania,” Erec said. 

“Most of it is. He’s a collector, though. And he’s compulsive about it—every 
time he finds a spell book he makes sure that he can do everything inside of it. If 
not, then he learns the next trick quickly, so nobody has anything on him. 
Imagine—hundreds of years of constant learning. It’s truly amazing.” 

Spartacus shoved a vase aside on a table and sat next to it, making Rosco 
jump. “Tell Rosco it sounds like he still looks up to the guy.” 

Erec repeated what Spartacus said, and Rosco nodded. “Of course I do. 
Nobody has dedicated themselves more to the study of magic than that sorcerer. 
He was born with a gift, and he didn’t waste one shred of it. Of course, how he 
went about things was terrible. He’s become completely corrupted. But there is 
no overlooking the eons he spent building his power and skills.” 

Erec found page four hundred twenty-two. On it, a detailed method was 
described about how to stop time. It involved mental preparation and an 
incantation. Erec remembered when Rosco had stopped time to save Erec from 
some snakelike police officers. He had probably also done it when he escaped 
from Balthazar Ugry. “Baskania can’t do this?” 

“Nope.” A pleased smile spread over Rosco’s face. 

“So you’re more talented than he is?” 

“Not really.” Rosco laughed. “This would be simple for the Shadow Prince 
normally. But it turns out that the Substance won’t let him do it. The guy can get 
away with almost anything, but the Substance seems to have drawn a line in the 
sand with him there.” 

“Wow. I didn’t know that the Substance was able to make decisions. Can it 
think by itself?” 

“Tt seems so. People who are able to communicate with it—absorbent people 
—can actually ask it to do things for them.” 

“That’s true. I’ve asked the Substance to tear apart and open up to make holes 
or cut a Substance Web open.” 

“Well, there you go. It knows what is going on. And for whatever reason, the 


Substance won’t allow Baskania to stop time. Probably it realizes what havoc 
he’d create with that power.” 

“And the Furies can’t stop time either? I thought they knew everything.” 

“Pretty much everything. Most things are simple to them. But they cannot 
stop time on their own, like their sisters, the Fates, can. It is possible that if they 
learn this incantation they could do it, though. The Furies have never had a need 
for incantations. But why should this work for a human and not someone as 
powerful as them? They don’t even know they’re missing this.” 

Everyone thought about what the Furies might do if they could stop time. 
Would they wipe out their sisters—the three Fates—completely? 

Rosco walked into the kitchen to get a drink while Erec flipped through the 
book. “Look at this.” He pointed to a page while Spartacus looked over his 
shoulder. “A body-morphing spell. How cool is that?” 

The scrawled ink at the top of the page read: 


Body Morphing—unlimited 


You can change your form into anything you can imagine. Have you ever 
wanted to see life through the eyes of an orangutan? Be a fly on the wall 
during a conversation? Or maybe just spend some time recuperating as a 
stately oak tree on top of a hill? This simple incantation will let you be all 
you ever wanted to be. Many enjoy revisiting a second childhood or 
becoming exquisitely beautiful. Others take to the trail as a wild horse or 
soar over the wilderness in the form of an eagle. 


The beauty of this spell is that it can be temporary or permanent, and you 
can change multiple times. But be careful! It is possible to die when you 
are in the form of any of these objects. If you become a worm, and you are 
stepped on, your death will be permanent. But injuries, while they will last 
in your altered state, will not carry over into your human form. Be careful 
what you choose to become! 


Warning: Morphing into an inanimate object is possible, but will be 
irreversible. 


“Ts this true? .. . I could become anything at all?” 

“Tt sounds like it.” Spartacus pointed. “It says ‘unlimited.’” 

Erec grinned. “I’ve got it, then! I can use the spell to become a spirit. That 
way I’ll be able to get in and out of Alsatia without dying on Mercy’s Spike.” 


“Brilliant!” Spartacus jumped onto Rosco’s table lamp and danced a jig. “I 
thought I was going to have to go there alone.” 

“TIl just learn this spell and change myself back and forth. Let’s see if I can 
do it.” 

The lower part of the page read: 


The following incantation should be memorized, and can be performed 
silently, in one’s thoughts. After it is recited, simply think of whatever 
thing you want to become. Before you know it, you will see life in a whole 
new way! 


ASARDEN HOLLOTO BEELTEN BOND 
MEELIFRYING SOLBOTTO NACHTRHAND SORD 
TIMLIN STARCHETSU NAGRATHWAY TIMRAND 
WESTFAIL TIM LUM BEETRAND SORDV 


To reverse the spell, simply recite the word “Nuiay” 


At the bottom of the page were a number of provisos and explanations. This 
seemed perfect. “I’m going to try it out, and see if I can do it. What should I try 
to turn into?” 

Spartacus shrugged. “I’ve always liked spiders. I guess it doesn’t matter what 
you become since you can reverse it right away anyway.” 

“As long as I don’t turn into a worm and get stepped on. No worms. And no 
inanimate objects.” Erec hoped that he could pronounce the words correctly. “All 
I have to remember is how to reverse this, in case I can’t read the spelling in my 
next form. That word is hard to say—would you call that ‘nee-way’?” 

“T suppose. It would be amazing if this works.” 

Erec took a breath and read from the book, “Asarden holloto beelten bond, 
Meelifrying solbotto nachtrhand sord, Timlin starchetsu nagrathway timrand, 
Westfail tim lum beetrand sord.” A strange feeling filled the core of his body, as 
if something deep inside had melted and was bubbling like lava. What did he 
want to become again? Spartacus mentioned a spider... . 

The ceiling above Erec shot toward the sky, and the room around him grew to 
massive proportions. Even Spartacus was huge now, bending onto his knee and 
searching for Erec on the floor. A strange feeling filled him, like a kind of a deep 
itch that was everywhere all at once. Could he move still? He tested an arm, but 
it didn’t go in the right direction anymore. 

When he looked down at himself, he jumped. Huge hairy steel-like legs shot 


out in all directions. They seemed hinged, as if he was a robotic contraption of 
some kind. He tried to walk. At first he fell onto his face—which was oddly 
attached to his back. But in a moment he got the hang of it. All of his extensions 
moved at once to transport him around. 

So, this was what it was like to be a spider? Would he be able to spin a web? 
It was amazing how different spiders looked up close, from the right size. He 
was pretty fascinating. Erec would have to be careful never to step on one again. 


Spartacus tapped the ground in front of him with an enormous finger—one 
that could crush him in a heartbeat—and panic raced through Erec’s small frame. 
Even though he knew that Spartacus would not hurt him, he could not stop 
himself from running in the other direction. 

“Tt’s okay, little buddy! I’m your old friend, Spartacus!” 

Heavy footsteps fell, one after the other, heading in Erec’s direction. A huge 
voice boomed, “Erec? Where did you go? I made us some snacks.” 

It was Rosco, and he was heading straight toward where Erec stood, exposed, 
in the middle of the floor. 

“Wait!” Spartacus shouted at Rosco, forgetting that he could not be heard. 
“Don’t step on that spider!” 

Rosco stopped a foot away from Erec and glanced around the room. Electric 
fear raced through Erec’s limbs, and he ran as fast as he could. Rosco noticed 
him then. “Darn spiders.” He raised a foot and aimed at Erec. 

Erec eyes moved upward and saw exactly what was about to happen. No! He 
tried to scream at Rosco to stop, but he could not make words form in his new 
shape. 

“Stop!” Spartacus screamed, also unheard. He dove toward Erec, but Rosco 
was already in motion. 

Erec darted sideways just as Rosco’s foot smacked down on the floor, 
crashing into the wood next to him. It was all happening too fast. He ran one 
way and then the other, back and forth. Maybe that way he could throw Rosco 
off. One of his eyes shifted down to check out the wall. There was a crack not 
too far away, but he’d have to run as fast as he could... 

Rosco’s foot shot toward him, but Spartacus was ready. He shoved Rosco 
back hard. Rosco tripped and fell onto the floor. 

“Who... what?” Rosco looked around. “Was that you, Spartacus?” 

Erec tried to get his wits about him. He had to turn back into himself fast 
before Rosco tried to crush him. What was the word again? All Erec had to do 
was Say it in his head and it should work. . . . But how did he pronounce it? He 
tried thinking, Nee-way. 


As soon as he thought the word, he felt a funny tingling inside of him again, 
just as when he first read the spell. This must be it, then! As bad as it had been as 
a spider, at least he had not turned into a worm.... 

He could feel himself changing, but the room size did not shrink back to 
normal. What was wrong? Was he turning into a tiny version of his original self? 
This was horrible. 

But then something worse happened—his vision disappeared completely. He 
could sense that there was light around him but could not make out any shapes. 
Had he accidentally turned into an inanimate object? That would be permanent! 

He tried to move, hoping he could at least do something. With relief, he could 
feel himself stir, but it was not like anything he had ever experienced before. The 
floor was hard under his body, and he could sense every inch of himself turning 
and twisting on it. At least he wasn’t frozen, but things were terribly wrong. He 
must have morphed into a blob—a formless object that wasn’t able to function 
anymore. 

With great effort, he pushed himself forward. Somehow the whole front of his 
body expanded, catapulting his head forward and leaving his back parts behind. 
When he could no longer stretch more, he pulled back in, this time bringing his 
behind in closer to his head. If he repeated this again and again he was actually 
able to move forward. 

But how grotesque he must look! Like some kind of freakish, nasty flesh pile. 
Now how would he free the captive souls, finish his quests, or do anything at 
all? Even if he lived like this, what would Bethany think of him? He would 
never even be able to see her—and didn’t want her seeing him like this. He felt 
like kicking himself, if he only had feet under control to do it with. Why had he 
tried using the spell book without asking Rosco? He obviously had not been 
ready. 

Footsteps echoed louder now, and shook his whole body with the hard wood 
floor under it. “Spartacus, I don’t know what you’re up to, but you’d better not 
push me around like that. I’m trying to help Erec just like you are.” The steps 
grew Closer. “Where did that spider go>” 

Erec was amazed that Rosco had not seen him yet. Even Spartacus didn’t 
make any comments on his unusual shape. 

Rosco said, “TIl be darned. The spider’s gone, and now there’s an earthworm 
here. What is this, the wilderness in here?” 

There was shuffling, and then something heavy crushed hard into Erec’s back 
end. It felt horrible—very wrong—though not exactly painful. When he tried to 
move, his hind parts were connected to the floor, as if he was stuck. 

No... not just stuck. Smushed. He was the earthworm Rosco was talking 


about, and Rosco had just stepped on him. 

With all of his energy, Erec flipped himself back and forth trying to set 
himself free. It was not working. 

Spartacus’s voice said, “Is that you, Erec ... ? No! Stop, Rosco!” 

Rosco was about to smash him again? Finish him off? There was nothing 
Erec could do. But he heard a crash, and Rosco said, “I mean it, Spartacus. 
Leave me alone!” 

How had Erec turned into a worm? It didn’t make sense. Had he thought of a 
worm before saying the spell word? But it was supposed to reverse the spell. 
Well, he thought, he better try it again. Things couldn’t get much worse. Nee- 
way, he thought. 

Nothing happened. This was crazy. Would he stay this way? It would have 
been worthwhile if he could have used the spell to become a soul so he could get 
into Alsatia.... 

The room shrank, and Erec could see again. Spartacus was pacing, searching 
on the floor for him. Rosco was rubbing his head and getting up. “Where is that 
worm?” 

But Erec still did not feel normal. He was cold, and lonely. Very alone. 
Fragile, like the air in the room was blowing through him. Not nice. It seemed as 
though he was all insides, missing his outer shell. Spartacus and Rosco seemed 
completely different now too. They both looked wonderful. 

He rushed to Rosco first, grabbing him around the shoulders. Even though 
Erec’s arms passed right through him, Erec was able to hold on somehow. He 
could not stand to be alone anymore. The feeling was too awful, like living 
without a skin. 

Spartacus stared at him in shock. Rosco couldn’t see him, but Spartacus was 
completely aware now. But Erec could see something in Spartacus that he had 
never noticed before. There was a hole inside of him. That was a space that was 
hurting him, Erec could tell. It needed something. ... It needed . . . a soul. 

Erec could help. He could fix it, and being there would take care of all of his 
problems too, cover him, warm his essence, and make him whole again. He had 
to go.... 

In a second he glommed on to Spartacus. Spartacus must have felt as relieved 
as he did, because he clasped his hands over his heart and sighed. Erec felt so 
much better that it was a while before he could even think again. 

But when he did, he had a vague idea what was going on. Spartacus needed a 
soul . . . and that’s exactly what Erec had turned into. Now they were both happy. 
Maybe he should stay this way forever—it would solve Spartacus’s problems. 
Maybe Erec didn’t even have any choice in the matter. So far he had morphed 


into a spider, then a worm, and now a soul. Thinking, he realized that those were 
the exact things he had thought about after he said the incantation word. 

Erec’s heart sank. He had no idea what he was getting into with this spell. 
Maybe if he thought the word one more time, and then imagined turning back 
into his old self . . . but he hated leaving Spartacus soulless and miserable again. 
It was a horrible feeling—Erec remembered it well. And it would only get 
worse. 

Maybe later, he told himself, he would return to help Spartacus like this. But 
he had too many things to do. It was time to try again. To be safe, he forced 
himself to move away from Spartacus, even though doing so was painful. Nee- 
way. Think about my old self. Erec Rex. 

Erec appeared next to Spartacus. Rosco looked at him in shock. “Where did 
you go? I’m supposed to be keeping an eye on you, Erec. Don’t scare me like 
that!” 

“You almost killed me!” Erec realized he was panting, and tried to calm 
down. “That spider on the floor? It was me! And the worm, too! I almost died. . . 

Spartacus added wistfully, “And the soul. Don’t forget that.” 

It was hard to even think about being a soul—Spartacus’s soul. Even though 
it had seemed so right at the time, it was completely strange. And now he felt a 
little guilty about leaving Spartacus as a specter again. 

“T don’t get it.” Rosco walked over to the open spell book on the table and his 
jaw dropped. “You tried this morphing spell? And you made it work?” He shook 
his head in shock. “You must have some power in you, then. Connection to the 
Substance. Because this won’t work for just anybody.” 

“Could you do it?” Erec asked. 

“Sure, I could. There’s not much I can’t do. But I’m lucky—and I had a great 
teacher.” 

“Baskania?” 

“Well, him too—but he wasn’t the one I was thinking of. My first tutor 
seemed to know the right way to teach me everything.” 

Erec laughed, because Rosco’s tutor was himself. He had gone back in time 
and found himself when he was young, become his own tutor. “I wish you were 
my tutor too. The Hermit’s okay, I guess, but he hasn’t spent a lot of time with 
me, or taught me fun things—except for finger magic.” He sighed. “I guess I 
shouldn’t use spell books like this. It didn’t work like it was supposed to. At the 
end when I thought, Nee-way, it was supposed to reverse the spell. But it didn’t.” 

Rosco looked the handwritten page over, confused. “Nee-way?” 

“Nee-way.” 


“That’s not right. How were you saying that again?” 

“Nee-way.” 

Rosco shook his head and scanned the page. Then he jumped, and screamed, 
“No!” He froze in terror, staring at Erec. “Don’t say anything. Don’t move. Just . 
.. stop.” He waited, watching Erec expectantly. 

Now Erec was confused. What was Rosco watching him for? It didn’t make 
sense. 

Rosco put his hands up. “Maybe you’re okay. Maybe that last time—or the 
first time—it didn’t take... .” 

Before Erec could ask Rosco what he was talking about, a strange feeling 
filled his insides. It was the same gummy, bubbly feeling that he had when he 
morphed before, but this time it was stronger. What was happening now? 

The room shot up around him, becoming huge again. Although he could not 
feel his body changing, he could see giant hairy jointed limbs jutting out from 
his sides again. How could this be happening—he was a spider again now? He 
looked up to see Rosco and Spartacus bent over him with amazement on their 
huge faces. 

Erec tested out his legs and walked a few steps. Was he going to be stuck 
forever this way now? But then the bubbly feeling came back again and the 
room went dark... . 

He was a blob again. An earthworm. And he could feel that his back end was 
still smushed. It was broken free from the floor now, though, so he could drag it 
along. Sitting still seemed worse than stretching, moving. He was too exposed 
here . . . a moving target ... Someone might step on him.... 

The feeling was back inside of him, and the room shrank again. He was a soul 
—and there was Spartacus, an empty spirit needing a soul. Without thinking, he 
rushed to Spartacus and became his soul, made him a whole person again. It was 
a relief. 

“Where did you go?” Rosco was looking all over the floor. Spartacus did not 
bother answering, knowing that Rosco could not hear him. 

But then the bubbly feeling returned and Erec was his normal self again. He 
had not left Spartacus, but as the ghost was made of vapor, he simply stepped out 
of Erec’s space. 

“What’s happening to me?” Erec was terrified. “That spell really messed me 
up. What if it happens again?” 

“You said the wrong words.” Rosco’s hand was clapped over his mouth. 

Before he could say anything else, Erec morphed into a spider again, then a 
smashed worm, and then a soul. It happened faster this time, and was more 
disorienting. When he turned back into himself, he started to speak, but then he 


crashed toward the floor as a spider again. Spider—worm—soul—self—spider 
—worm—soul—self. The changes flickered faster and faster until his parts 
seemed to be everywhere at once, blinking in and out of the room. 

Finally, it stopped. Erec was himself again. Sick and exhausted, he collapsed 
on Rosco’s plush blue couch. 

Rosco sat next to him. “I’m sorry, Erec. I should have been watching you, and 
warned you not to try any spells without my help. This is my fault. And I’m 
going to find out a way to reverse this—don’t worry.” 

Erec was very worried. He was so tired that it was hard to form words. 
“What’s happening to me?” 

Rosco brought the spell book over and pointed to the bottom of the page. 
“You said ‘Nee-way,’ and that wasn’t the right thing to reverse the spell. You 
should have said this.” He tapped the word “Nuiay.” “That would be 
pronounced, ‘Na-wee-I.’ Subtle change, but all the difference in the world.” He 
showed Erec the writing at the bottom of the paper. “‘Nee-way’ continues the 
spell, and lets you morph into the next thing that you think of. But the worst part 
is this.” Rosco held up the book so Erec could read: 


Be careful! Saying Nee-waye three times or more will make your series of 
changes permanent. This is an opportunity to enjoy many different forms 
throughout your future! And it will add an unexpected variety to your life. 
Surprise your friends—and yourself. You will never know when it will 
happen next. But think hard before you choose this path—it is irreversible! 


“What! I can’t believe it. But I didn’t say . . . that word three times, did I?” 
Erec could not believe what he had read. He couldn’t have done that, could he? 

“You did. I’m sure you said it three times.” Rosco put a hand over his eyes, 
then pointed at the word Erec was supposed to have said to end the spell. “You 
better say this one quick, to make sure you don’t morph into something new. Say 
‘Na-wee-I.’” 

“Na-wee-I.” Erec felt no different. “This is awful! Do you think I’m really 
going to change into those things again? How will I know if it’s going to 
happen?” 

“Don’t ask me. The book says yov’ll never know when you morph next. I’ve 
got to find a way to change this. If we have to, we’ll see what the Shadow Prince 
can do. He’s practically a miracle worker—I’m sure he can help in some way.” 

Erec did not want to owe anything to Baskania. He hoped that someone else 
could fix him instead. 


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN 
Old Memories 
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fates x ts 


I+ was rasy FOR SPARTACUS to locate Connor in Alypium. He carried Erec under 


one of his arms, and Rosco flew alongside following them. Connor still worked 
at the pet store, but today he was practicing magic with his tutor in Paisley Park. 
Spartacus discreetly set Erec down behind a tree. Rosco followed him to where 
Connor was trying to levitate twigs with a remote control. 

“Look—I lifted that butterfly!” 

Connor’s tutor looked skeptical. “I think it was just flying away from you. 
Why don’t you work on that stone again?” 

“Excuse me.” Erec smiled. “Connor, I’m Erec. We’ve seen each other around 
a few times, but I’ve never really said hello.” 

A look of recognition flashed across Connor’s face. “You’re that kid who 
likes to tell everyone that he’s Erec Rex, aren’t you? Well, I’d appreciate it if you 
stopped spreading those crazy rumors. I’m the real Erec Rex, not that anyone 
seems to believe me.” 

Erec bubbled with excitement. This kid had to have his old memories. 
Otherwise he was completely crazy. But it wasn’t easy talking to him. “You 
know, I think I know what the problem is. I think you have some of my old 
memories. They’re confusing you, so you think you used to be me. If it’s okay, 
we can get rid of them. You’d probably be happier without them, and then I can 
have them back again.” 

“What?” Connor looked exasperated. “Now that you know who the real Erec 


Rex is”—he pointed to himself—“you want to take all of my old memories? Do 
you think that will turn you into me? Go get a life.” 

Erec had to take a deep breath. This kid was completely deluded. “You really 
think that you’re the real Erec Rex?” 

Connor sighed. “I get so much flack about this from everyone. How could I 
expect you, of all people, to understand? But, yes. I am Erec Rex.” 

“Don’t you see? You feel this way because of those memories I’m talking 
about. Once they’re out of you, then you can just be yourself again.” 

Connor was having none of it. “Nice try, but it’s time for you to go away 
now.” 

“Please! Just come with us. It won’t hurt at all.” 

Connor’s black eyes flashed at Erec. “You don’t take a hint, do you? You are 
crazy. Everyone is right about you.” He pointed to himself. “You . . . you’re 
giving Erec Rex a bad name!” 

Rosco stepped in. “Listen, boys. It’s okay. We’re not going to worry about 
this now. But Erec here is right.” He put a hand on Erec’s shoulder. “You did 
have a memory implanted in your brain when you were young. And the reason 
we came to find you now is that it’s like a time bomb. It’s going to go off soon. 
If you don’t take it out then yov’ll start to go crazy—soon. Just think it over, and 
we'll check in with you later.” 

As they walked away, Erec said, “Why don’t we just make him go to the 
Memory Mogul, and take my memory back, like it or not?” 

“That won’t work. The Memory Mogul will not take out or put in any 
memory by force if someone doesn’t want it.” 

“Tsn’t there anyone else who could do it?” 

“Baskania would be happy to, but then he would keep the memory, of course. 
I think we’re just going to have to convince Connor that he wants that memory 
out—that it’s starting to make him go nuts. . . . I have an idea.” 


Erec and Rosco walked around the Agora waiting for Connor’s lesson to be 
finished. Spartacus went back to Baskania’s headquarters in Paris to hunt for 
anything that might be helpful in releasing the captured souls, since Erec wasn’t 
spending time there. 

Erec spotted a candy shop he had been in once and remembered that they sold 
packets of chocolate rain from Cinnalim. Even though it would not be as fresh as 
the handfuls that Erec ate straight out of the Cinnalim sky, it still sounded good. 
He told Rosco he’d be back, and walked toward the shop. A tall man with a 
shaved head stepped in front of him, stopping him short. 


The man’s voice growled, slow and angry. “You’re Erec Rex, aren’t you?” He 
rubbed his fist with his hand. “You’ve got a price on your head, boy. Even if it 
wasn’t for that, I’d love to put you in your place. You’ve done nothing but cause 
trouble in Alypium since you’ve been here. Telling lies, saying that you’re the 
true king. P’ve heard all about your antics. I’d be thrilled to rough you up a bit 
for that alone. But now . . .” A crooked grin spread over his face. “Now I can get 
me some good money to hand you over to King Balor. There’s all kinds of 
rewards from him lately. Prizes for hunting down clowns, firing my crossbow 
into dragons’ caves, and the like. But this here is going to be the best reward of 
all.” He laughed. “Too bad for you, I can’t remember if you’re wanted dead or 
alive. I’m kinda thinking it might just be dead.” 

Erec tensed. “Listen, you have it all wrong. I’m working with Baskania now 
—so I’m on your side. I’m on a mission for him, trying to find someone that he’s 
looking for. So I wouldn’t mess with me if I were you.” He stuck his shoulders 
back and tried to look tough. 

The bald man laughed. “You think I’m falling for that? Do I look like I was 
born yesterday?” He reached behind him and... 

Erec felt dizzy for a moment, and then everything turned green. Huge ropes 
of Substance filled the air around him. It had been a while since he had seen the 
world through dragon eyes. 


Jump. 

Erec sprang into the air, growing so fast that he ripped through his clothing. 
The man fired a flaming arrow out of a small weapon. It passed below his feet, 
just missing Erec. The man swung around, obviously well trained with weapons. 
He aimed upward this time, straight at Erec’s chest. 

Dive and swing. 

The next flaming arrow barely missed as Erec curved through the air. Now he 
hurtled back toward the ground, swerving at the last second to knock the man 
onto his side. A trained hunter, he rolled on the dirt. Two long shimmering poles 
extended from his shirt sleeves and into his hands. He aimed again. 


Breathe fire. 


Erec barely missed the man—on purpose. But the heat from the flames threw 


him off target. Small missiles shot from the rods and veered close to Erec’s face 
and side. The fire was enough to send the man scrambling away, but before he 
got far another crossbow resurfaced and fired... . 


Dive-bomb. 


Something big was coming. Erec did not know what it was, but even in 
dragon form he would never survive it if it was launched. He had to attack fast. 
Pummeling through the air, he butted his head straight into the man’s stomach. 
The bald man flew backward, the wind knocked out of him. 

Erec walked slowly, morphing into his normal self again. He was afraid that 
the man would come after him, but instead he lay still, breathing slowly, hand 
over his stomach. People glared at Erec as he passed by as if he had done 
something horrible instead of just avoiding being shot. Someone threw a rock at 
him and it hit his neck, cutting into his skin. 

Rosco watched from across the street. He tilted his head, signaling Erec to 
follow. They walked back to Paisley Park in silence. 


After Connor finished with his tutor, he walked home. He passed through 
Paisley Park, and then onto a small street near the Agora. It was windy, and his 
white hair blew forward, whipping around his eyes. At first it was hard to hear, 
but when he listened carefully the wind was talking to him. 

“Connor...” It tickled his ear. “This is your old memory speaking to you. I 
have come to haunt you. We will be together every day now. Let us dance!” 

At this, the wind whipped Connor into the air, where he spun wildly. Connor 
looked at the ground, frantic. “Let me go! Stop!” 

He fell to the earth hard, landing on his side. Connor winced, holding his hip. 

Again, the wind whispered in his ear. “You don’t want to dance with me? 
Well, maybe we can go for a walk, then.” 

Connor was scooped up and sailed forward, whizzing around corners and 
barely missing being hit on fence posts. He shook head to toe. “Put me down! 
Let go!” 

At once he was thrown onto the dirt. “You don’t like to walk with me either?” 
The voice in his ear sounded threatening. “We’re not going to get along so well, 
then, you and I. I hope you like nightmares, because I’m going to give you those 
every night from now on. And in the daytime we’re going to dance all the time. 
Dance and walk . .. maybe talk about the old days, when you were Erec Rex. 

“Do you think you’re going crazy? Is that it?” The voice paused, giving 


Connor time to wonder exactly that. “Well, maybe you are, then. Maybe we both 
are. It’s time to enjoy that, I think. Don’t you, Connor?” 

“Stop!” Connor put his hands over his ears. “Go away!” 

“But I can’t go away, Connor. I’m a part of you. We’re one, you and I. So 
from now on, it will be like this all of the time. Isn’t that wonderful?” 

Rosco, invisible, was playing the part well. He extended the word 
“wonderful,” into a long, eerie, and theatrical grunt. He picked Connor up again 
and tossed him up and down in the air like a balloon. 

Erec was watching from behind the corner of a cloud cream shop. He laughed 
at Rosco’s antics, but then he felt strange inside. Bubbly. Then, shooting what 
seemed like miles downward within a second, he crashed into the ground. 

Everything became dark. He tried to run for protection, but nothing happened. 
He was a worm again—he remembered the feeling well. But he was outside 
now, exposed like a piece of steak on the plate of a giant. He couldn’t move... 
there were no legs. So he stretched himself forward. 

How could this have happened so soon? His back parts were still flattened, 
and it was hard to drag them behind the rest of him. He had to get off of the 
sidewalk—keep moving until he felt grass underneath him. Even then, anybody 
might step on him, and that would be the end for him. 

Why had he thought of a worm, of all things, when he was using the 
morphing spell? It would have been so much better if he had become a horse or 
an eagle. The thought of birds flying by gave him the chills. He knew he looked 
like a tasty morsel.... 

Footsteps pounded around him. Erec clenched, tried to move out of the way. 
Luckily they passed without crushing him. If only he could call for help! Or if he 
could control his morphing and become something else before it was too late. 

Something scratched the sidewalk next to him, then scraped it again. “Well, 
well. Look what we have here. The perfect lunch.” It was close, just inches 
away. And even though he understood its words, the sounds were definitely not 
human. In fact, he was sure that they were bird chirps. 

A sharp thing pinched around his middle, and he lifted into the air. He was 
going to become bird food! After all he had been though, how could it end like 
this? To die as a worm? His front and damaged rear half of his body hung limply 
as he bounced higher into the wind. The beak cinched tighter around his middle. 

What was that word from the spell book that would change him into 
something else? Maybe thinking it would help. Nee-way. 

He expanded, the bird’s beak clamping shut through him as if he were not 
there. Erec floated with ease, looking down at Rosco and Connor. Spartacus was 
back now, and he was looking around for Erec. Poor Spartacus. Erec was driven 


toward him, ready to become his soul... . 

No. That was not why he was here. He had to become himself again, get his 
memory back. For now he would follow Connor and watch what happened. 

Connor was running home. Rosco floated alongside of him, invisible, 
whispering “That’s right. Run! Run!” in his ear. Spartacus was following, 
searching everywhere for Erec. Erec floated along, undetected. 

They all entered Connor’s house with him—Rosco still invisible and Erec 
still a soul. That’s when Spartacus saw Erec. Relived, he joined in with Rosco’s 
game, and picked up oranges and an apple. He juggled them until Connor’s 
mother walked in. 

“Well,” she said. “Look at you! I’m glad to see you’re finally picking up 
some magic now. Claiming that you’re really King Piter’s son was sounding 
pretty silly when you couldn’t even make a leaf move.” 

“Yeah. Uh-huh.” Connor’s face was white. “I-I’m not feeling well, Mom.” 

“Well, go lie down, then. Get the door first, will you?” 

Rosco had flown around and knocked on Connor’s door, and now was visible 
again. The boy answered, trembling. 

“T wanted to talk to you,” Rosco said. “I found out that you got a bum 
memory a long time ago. We’re trying to recall all of them before they cause 
permanent damage to their owners. You can’t imagine how bad off some of 
those people are—I’d like to remove your problem before it gets worse.” 

“Okay!” Connor nodded, arms wrapped tightly around himself. “Let’s do it 
now. I’m ready—anytime.” 

“Good kid.” Rosco patted his head. “No time like the present, then.” He 
snapped his fingers, and Connor and he disappeared. 

Spartacus nodded for Erec to come outside, then asked him, “Why . . . how 
did you become a soul again?” 

It was hard for Erec to put anything into words in this form. It was time to try 
changing again. . . . Nee-way. 

And there he stood, his old, normal self. Spartacus stared at him in 
amazement. Then he grabbed Erec’s shoulder and jumped into the air... . 
Moments later they were landing at the Memory Mogul’s shop. 

“Ouch!” Erec banged hard against the outside wall of the shop when 
Spartacus sailed him into it. 

“Sorry. Oh, wow, I can’t believe I did that. I completely forgot that you can’t 
go through the wall with me.” 

Erec dusted himself off and walked in through the door. It was just as he 
remembered it: A long counter stretched across the room, and behind it rows of 
shelving hung on the walls. Each shelf was covered with tiny packets—memory 


chips that had been removed from countless visitors. A man leaned over the 
counter—the Memory Mogul—his white hair and beard standing on end all over 
his face like a puffy dandelion gone to seed. 

Erec remembered how hard it had been to talk to the man. He had tried out so 
many other people’s memories that his own memory was completely shot. 

Connor looked nervous. “C-can you please take out an old memory that you 
put in me once? It’s turned bad. Very bad.” 

The Memory Mogul chuckled. “An old memory, huh? Yes, I’ve seen quite a 
few of those in my day. Some of them do get tired after a while. I understand 
what you’re saying. Reminds me of one time when I was using a certain memory 
here quite a bit—I almost forgot who I was for a while after that.” He smiled 
fondly. “So .. . what is it that brings you here today?” 

Erec waited at the back of the shop. If Connor was doing this willingly, he 
didn’t want to interfere. But he began to brim with excitement about getting his 
lost memory back again. 

“T need my memory out. The one that you put in me a long time ago.” He 
thumbed at Rosco. “This guy says it was Erec Rex’s old memory, but I still think 
that bit is really my own. Whatever you put in, just take out, though. Okay?” 

The Memory Mogul’s eyes glazed over and a smile lit his lips. “Erec Rex, 
you say? I still remember the day that I got the memory of Erec Rex. And I do 
admit my memory isn’t exactly what it once was.” He mused in silence a 
moment, then looked at Connor. “Can I help you?” 

Connor looked at Rosco, frustrated. Rosco gestured toward the Memory 
Mogul with a smile. 

“Take out the memory you once gave me.” 

“Memory? Do you remember what that memory was?” 

“Tt might have been the memory of Erec Rex, but I’m not sure. .. .’ 

“Ah, Erec Rex. I still remember the day that he came in here, with his mother, 
that girl child, and a baby. What a day that was—I’ve played it over in my head 
plenty of times. I even tried out his memory a bunch of times. Shame I can’t 
recall much about it anymore.” 

Connor looked surprised. “I do remember coming here to get my memory out 
—but it never made sense because I still had the memory even after it was 
supposed to be gone.” He thought a while. “Could it really be someone else’s 
memory then? Erec Rex’s memory?” He looked sick. “All of my life I thought it 
was really me. Why would my parents give me someone else’s memory?” 

“T don’t know.” The Memory Mogul’s hair waved back and forth in the air 
like thousands of white antennae. “Probably something bad happened to you that 
they wanted you to forget. Maybe you lost a sibling, or a close friend.” 
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“That’s awful. Can I get my original memory back again?” 

“T suppose I could look for it. What’s your name?” 

“Connor Flannigan.” 

The Memory Mogul flipped through an ancient ledger and slapped a hand on 
a page. “Aha! Here you are. Connor Flannigan. Lucky for you, it’s still here after 
all this time. Looks like nobody wanted this one. . . .” He searched on a high 
shelf and pulled a dusty packet off, reading his notes underneath it. “Oh, I see. 
Well, that explains it. Are you sure you want this back? It’s not pleasant, I’m 
afraid.” 

“T do.” Connor looked brave. 

“Well, it’s up to you. But I warned you—it’s not a nice memory.” He walked 
to the counter and leaned over, blinking at Connor and Rosco as if he had never 
seen or spoken to them before. “What can I do for you boys today?” 

Rosco tapped the packet that was in the Memory Mogul’s hand. “Take out the 
memory that you gave this boy, and put this old one of his back in.” 

“Okay. Okay. Lean forward, young man. Now sip this.” He produced a small 
vial of pink liquid from a dusty shelf. Connor drank it and immediately fell face- 
first onto the counter. “Let’s see what we have here, now.” The Memory Mogul 
pulled a few rusty tools out and laid them next to Connor’s head. Erec was 
horrified—what was he going to do with those? 

The Memory Mogul inserted a long metal probe into Connor’s ear. He shoved 
it in farther and farther until Erec was sure it must have been sticking into the 
center of his brain. It didn’t seem like Connor would ever live through this. Then 
the Memory Mogul looked into the end of the probe as if it were some kind of 
scope. “Hmmm. Very interesting. It looks like there is a memory I put in there; 
must have been a long time ago looking at the technique.” He looked up at 
Rosco, brow knit. “Do you think he wants that memory removed, then?” 

“Sure does.” 

“All right. Let’s take that specimen out of there.” Another long metal 
contraption fit into the first one. The Memory Mogul inserted it carefully, 
frowning and eyeing the level of the two instruments. Right when he seemed 
happy with its position, he took a hammer and smashed both of them hard, deep 
into Connor’s head. 

Erec gasped. “No! What are you doing?” 

“Tt’s okay.” Rosco held a hand up. “This guy knows his stuff.” 

Erec sure hoped so. It was not looking so good to him. The Memory Mogul 
grinned at Erec. “All in a day’s work, boy. Don’t interrupt the expert, now.” He 
then picked up Connor’s head and proceeded to smash it three times—hard— 
against the counter. 


Conner remained asleep, luckily. Erec had no idea removing a memory would 
be so awful. Small bits of the metal rods now extended from both of Connor’s 
ears—he was completely impaled. The Memory Mogul poured some kind of oil 
through the hole in his ear. Erec could hear it make a glug, glug sound as it 
seeped in. He lifted Connor off of the counter and the oil dripped out his other 
ear onto the table. Then the Memory Mogul took out a small hand blender and 
began to push it into Connor’s head. 

“Stop!” Erec ran over. “What are you doing—trying to kill him? We just need 
to get his memory out, not mix his brain up!” 

“Boy!” The Memory Mogul looked annoyed. “Let me do my job. I’ve done 
this countless times. If you must know, I need to loosen the frenulum of the 
amygdala—a spot I myself discovered from which memory chips may be held 
and activated. This is standard procedure. Now stand back.” He shoved hard and 
the blender entered Connor’s ear. 

It seemed there was no possible way that the Memory Mogul could have been 
exact about the area he was blending. Erec shuddered, wondering what was 
going to happen. When the Memory Mogul pulled the blender out, dripping with 
the dark oil, Erec almost threw up. 

“Here it is!” The Memory Mogul lifted Connor’s head and pulled a small 
thing out that looked like a wet potato chip. “The memory. Good as new. I 
wonder if this boy wanted another memory in there to take its place... .” 

“He does.” Rosco tapped the other chip on the counter with Connor’s name 
on it. “This was the one you took out for him.” 

“Oh. Of course.” The Memory Mogul placed the chip on Connor’s ear and 
blew lightly. It sailed easily into his head and disappeared. “Time to wakey- 
wakey.” He shook Connor’s shoulder. 

Miraculously, the boy awoke. “Huh? What. . . I have a different memory 
now! I’m not Erec Rex.” He turned to Erec. “You are. It wasn’t my memory. I’m 
sure of that now.” Then his face grew glum. “I had a sister.” He sat on the floor, 
saying nothing else. 

Erec eyed the chip containing his own memory that was sitting on the 
counter. “Can I have that, please?” He hoped that inserting it would not be as 
horrifying as removing a memory had been. 

The Memory Mogul smiled pleasantly. “May I help you?” 

“Yes. I’d like this memory, right here.” 

“Have you paid me yet, boy?” 

“Um, no. How much is it?” 

Rosco put three gold ring coins on the table, and the Memory Mogul lit up 
with delight. “Wonderful! Now, what can I do for you, sir?” 


“Put this memory in that boy.” 
The Memory Mogul placed the wet chip on Erec’s ear and blew it in.... 


It had been a terrible day. His mother was busy, and she didn’t see Erec and his 
brother and sister even once. June was playing with them, and she was always 
nice. But his brother tried to take Erec’s favorite truck and they got in a fight. 
Then he didn’t get as much ice cream as everyone else for dessert, and nobody 
even listened to him when he told them about it. 

Erec was three and a half, and he was a big boy now. He got to sleep in a big 
bed all by himself in the nursery, and even had his own cup of water on his 
nightstand. But the best thing of all was getting to sit on his father’s throne. 
Daddy said that Erec would get to be king of Alypium when he grew up, and he 
could not wait... . 


Erec was little, in a stroller that fit three babies. It was sailing through the air 
over the Agora, pulled by a winged horse. June rode in a small carriage that 
bounced along behind them. 


The Hermit was in the playroom again, and he was so silly. Erec always laughed 
when he did his dances. And the Hermit was the only grown-up who always 
made sense. Today he told Erec “Fun is for having. It is the one thing that is 
there forever.” Erec agreed. 


Erec tried not to react to all of the memories rushing through his mind. There 
was so much he never knew—that he had forgotten. His triplet brother and sister 
had shared so much with him: playing silly games, fighting, those names they 
had all made up for themselves. 

Their names! He remembered them now. Princess Pretty Pony—her name 
was Elizabeth! And his brother, Prince Muck Muck. He was Edward. That’s 
right: Erec, Elizabeth, and Edward. The three next rulers of the Kingdoms of the 
Keepers. Erec would be the future king of Alypium, Elizabeth would be queen 
of Ashona, and Edward the king of Aorth. 

It was as clear as yesterday. They used to talk about it all of the time. 
Elizabeth had a special way in the water, he remembered that, too. But all of the 
details weren’t there. Some parts were clearer than others. 

Rosco returned Connor to his house and came back to meet Erec in front of 
the shop. “You look dazed. Are you okay?” 


Erec nodded. “It’s just weird, remembering everything. My brother and sister 
... I miss them now. A lot. I really need to find them. It’s been hard doing all of 
these quests alone. I want to get to know them again, and catch up for lost time.” 

While they were in Alypium, Rosco and Erec each got a nectar fizz sundae 
from a cloud cream shop. Then they returned to Rosco’s apartment at the snap of 
his fingers, Spartacus following close behind. Erec told Rosco how he changed 
into a worm and almost got eaten. “But at least I figured out how to change 
myself when it happens.” 

Rosco whistled. “You’d better be careful. If that happens at the wrong time, 
you’re a goner.” 

That night, Erec could do nothing but sit on Rosco’s couch hugging a pillow 
to his chest. It had been too much—changing into a worm and almost being 
eaten, then having a world of memories put back into his head. Before he had his 
old memories back he was sure he would do nothing but delve into them and 
learn as much as he could. But instead, the old times that he had lost just made 
him feel bad. He wanted his family back again, the way it once had been. Of 
course he would try out those memories again soon, but not this minute. 

Right now, Erec was overwhelmed. Tarvos was building an army of Golems, 
and Erec had given him the key to command them. Baskania would take Erec’s 
dragon eyes away from him at any minute. Erec saw himself giving his scepter 
to Baskania, and he was on a path to becoming evil and killing Trevor. Erec had 
to find Bethany’s brother before Baskania did. And on top of everything, three 
thousand souls were still held captive—and trying to save them might not end 
well. 


CHAPTER NINETEEN 
A Talisman from a Living Foe 





Distractie HIMSELF from his problems, Erec flipped through the spell book 


that Baskania had given him. The time-stopping spell on page four hundred 
twenty-two was interesting: 


This simple spell may not be usable by most—it is necessary for one to 
have a solid connection with the Substance which holds all magic in order 
to perform it. But for those who are able to use this spell it can come in 
quite handy. Few situations are not fixable by the simple stopping of time. 
Even minor problems, such as being fired from a job, can be made 
pleasurable. Just use this spell, stand your boss up, put a few thumbtacks 
on his chair, and sit him back down. Once you start time again, you will 
feel far better than you did before. 


Warning: Permanent stoppage of time is not recommended. If the user dies 
before starting time back up again, humanity will be on indefinite hold. 


Erec laughed. “This would be great to know. Not that I need to risk trying 


another spell out of this book. I think I’ve learned my lesson.” 

“Wait a minute.” Spartacus sat next to him. “This could help us a lot. We need 
to get the souls out of their prison... .” 

Erec’s eyes lit up. “You’re right! If we went back to the Furies’ storage 
facility and opened the door to go in. . . and then we stopped time . . . Maybe 
this was what I was meant to get from Baskania before going back to Alsatia.” 

“Hold up there,” Rosco said. “You’re talking to Spartacus? I’m not sure I like 
what I’m hearing.” 

Erec was impatient. “I have to learn that spell. This time Pll make sure I 
pronounce things right first. But it’s the only way I’ll get all of those souls out of 
their prison.” 

Rosco thought a minute. “I guess if you’re careful .. . I’m going to help you, 
though. This spell is my specialty. But did you read the bottom of the page? It 
will only work if you have a talisman from a living foe. Someone you have 
fought. That can be hard—it has to be from a person or animal that has attacked 
you or tried to hurt you. Also, they have to have enough strength to power the 
spell, not a mosquito that bit you.” 

“The only enemy I can think of is Baskania. He has enough strength.” 

“That’s not going to work. The Shadow Prince gave you the spell book—he’ Il 
know exactly what’s going on if you swipe a lock of his hair. You have that book 
only because you’re supposed to give it to the Furies. What about finding an ear 
of the manticore that attacked you, or some other creature . . . ?” 

“That manticore got eaten up in the Nevervarld. And there’s no other creature 
... wait! What about Tarvos? He tried to turn me into a Golem. I could take one 
of his horns.” 

“Good luck with that.” Rosco laughed. “Do you think Tarvos is going to let 
you take his horn? That’s where he keeps his source of power. Find a new foe. 
We’ ll go out into Otherness and corner a Minotaur. When it attacks you, Pl 
paralyze it, and you can take a lock of its hair. That should work for your 
talisman.” 

That made sense, but something bothered Erec. “You said that Tarvos stores 
the source of his power in one of his horns? Do you know which horn that is?” 

“T don’t know. I’ve heard one horn is for his power source and the other will 
be where he keeps the Master Shem. Why do you want to know? Don’t worry 
about Tarvos anymore. There’s nothing you can do about that.” 

“The thing is, I have to stop Tarvos. Soon. Didn’t you hear that Baskania is 
about to use him to attack Otherness and then Upper Earth? I gave him that 
Master Shem. I’ve been waiting to figure out how to stop him, and all I have to 
do is to take his horn. It can’t be that hard. There has to be a way.” 


“There is no way that you are going to disarm Tarvos. Even I wouldn’t try 
that.” Rosco threw his hands into the air. “Erec, you have to stop trying to save 
the world.” 

“T could help you,” Spartacus said. 

Erec grinned. “Good point—Spartacus can lend a hand. Listen, I’m in about 
as deep as I can get already. I was sent here to get what I need to free those souls. 
This could be it. I was going to have to fix my mistake with Tarvos anyway.” 

“But . . .” Rosco looked frustrated. “This can’t be what you’re supposed to 
do. You’ll get hurt. Or not make it back at all. Think about that.” 

Erec did think about it. But he had sworn to himself that he would get that 
Master Shem back. Now he needed a talisman from an enemy—and getting it 
from Tarvos would disarm him. How could he not try? He winked at Rosco. 
“What are you talking about? It’s Tarvos who needs to be worried. What’s my 
track record, anyway? I mean, I’ve dealt with a lot worse. .. .” 

Rosco laughed. “That’s the old Erec I know. You don’t like to take no for an 
answer.” He shook his head. “I think it might be harder to change your mind 
than to steal Tarvos’s horn. But it’s not something you can rush into. We need to 
find out more about him. Maybe we could look him up online—” 

“Or go to the library in Alypium. The one that used to be part of the castle.” 
Erec had a surge of confidence. The Fates knew what they were doing. His last 
quest had sounded so simple, yet awful. Giving his life for five people who were 
slated to die at the Diamond Minds of Argos. But it had led him on a series of 
adventures straight up to this point. So, if he decided that he had to disarm 
Tarvos now, wouldn’t they have predicted that? That meant it might be 
something that he had to do. It was impossible to know, but he had to try what 
seemed right. ... 

“Ready for an outing?” Rosco asked. 

“Never more than now.” 


The librarian didn’t blink when she saw Erec and Rosco appear before her eyes. 
“Oh, hi, Rosco. Glad to see you have this hoodlum under control. He’s come in 
here so many times, disrupting everybody.” 

Erec could not believe his ears. “I have not—” 

Rosco interrupted him. “I know. It’s a good thing this rotten apple turned 
himself in. Hope I can reform him.” 

The librarian nodded sagely behind her long cat-eye glasses. 

Looks like word about him traveled fast in Alypium. He wondered what the 
renegades from his fan club with Janus now thought of him. 


Rosco winked at her. “Do you have any books here about Tarvos—the 
underworld creature who collects soulless humans?” 

“Of course.” She gleamed back at him. “Second floor to the right. In the 
section on bulls.” 

They walked upstairs and found the heading “Bulls” in the Animals section. 
Rosco pointed to a book on the shelf: Minotaurs: The Misunderstood Breed. 
“The only thing misunderstood about Minotaurs is how fast they can rip you into 
shreds.” 

“Look at this one.” Erec looked at the cover of a book called 
Congratulations! You Got a Bull’s Eye—Now What Are You Going To Do With 
It? “One hundred and one uses for the eye of a bull?” 

“T think that’s something Hecate Jekyll would have liked. Look over here; 
there are a few books about Tarvos.” 

Erec pulled out a book called The Man Behind The Creature Behind The 
Shadow Behind The Myth. Tarvos Expert Unveiled. “I wonder what this is 
about.” The book talked about a scholar who knew everything about Tarvos. It 
described his childhood, how he lost a parent to the creature, and his life story. 
“This isn’t about Tarvos at all! It’s just about the author.” He put it back. 

“This one’s better.” Rosco shoved a book in front of Erec called Wave Your 
Own Cape: Dispelling the Tarvos Myth and Regaining Control of Your Soulless 
Life. 

“But this makes it sound like Tarvos isn’t real.” Erec found a book called The 
Total Loser’s Guide to Getting Your Soul Back and flipped it open. Spartacus 
looked over his shoulder with interest. 


Reclaiming your soul is simple—don't let anybody tell you otherwise. Just 
as easily as it can slip through your fingers and disappear in a near-death 
experience, your soul can be found again and put back in place, giving 
you a full and complete existence. Keep Tarvos at bay with our three-step 
plan. Remember, any soul may be recovered for usage at any time. 


How do you find the thing once it’s gone, you ask? Our book will go over 
the many techniques that can be used for each step, at any time frame you 
are in. Our proven steps are easy to do—even a newborn would have no 
trouble at all. First—the Recall. We will discuss methods such as séances, 
spirit nets, and the Tarvos Shuffle to bring your soul back to you. Second— 
the Cleaning. Although your soul can reenter your body at any time, a 
thorough scrubbing is always a good idea first. And third—the 
Attachment. This time, put your soul in to stick for good. Use our methods 


to ensure a complete joining that will never break again. 
The Tarvos Shuffle? Erec flipped through to find that section. 


Tarvos is a creature that has the appearance of a gigantic bull, and was 
originally free-roaming in Otherness. His appetite was tremendous, and 
his size and strength allowed him to devour even 


magical creatures such as dragons. He also had a penchant for human 
meat, and would occasionally raid villages for his supper. 


Fear of Tarvos spread far and wide. Hunters pitted their strength against 
him, but none returned to tell the tale. On a fateful day, Tarvos broke into 
the home of a sorcerer who had been working on a portable source of 
magic. Before the bull pounced, the sorcerer thought quickly and used his 
new invention. He surprised the bull by calmly walking up and placing the 
portable power source on the bull’s shoulder. 


The sorcerer spoke—and, for the first time in its life, the bull understood. 
With the power source, Tarvos could also now speak, and he liked it. It is 
said that the sorcerer tried to make a deal to trade the power source for 
his life, but Tarvos simply destroyed the man. Before long he was doing 
magic the likes of which nobody had ever seen, creating bulls out of mud 
and melting houses in the village. Tarvos changed his horns into storage 
cones, and set the power source inside one to carry it with him always. 


He became unstoppable. Nobody was safe in any village or town. He gave 
himself an impermeable coat so he could never be harmed. The Fates 
decided that, to protect humanity, he would be placed in a cave in the 
Underworld. To give him a purpose, they allowed him to rid the world of 
its soulless living beings. Using small toys to attract his mindless victims, 
Tarvos was able to gather masses of them and turn them into an army of 
Golem sand creatures. 


In order to assure that no harm would come, the Fates gave the Master 
Shem, the only key to commanding Golems, to their sisters, the Furies, 
who are locked in Tartarus for eternity. This will assure that the Golem 
army is never used for destruction. 


It is also thought that the Shadow Prince is working on inventing his own 


method of activating Tarvos’s Golem army, and possibly even freeing and 
harnessing Tarvos himself. If that is the case we can all be assured that 
something originally terrible will be used for the greater good—a 
wonderful thought for humanity. 


Erec felt sick, and had to put down the book a minute. He was the reason that 


the Furies were out of Tartarus. He was the reason that Tarvos had the Master 


Shem. And he had to take it away again and fix things as they were before. 


Spartacus pointed at the page and laughed. “‘Using small toys to attract his 


mindless victims.’ Like you’d be dumb enough to go into the Underworld by 
chasing a toy.” 


Erec narrowed his eyes at him, remembering the wind-up bullfighter. “Shut 


up. It’s not like you’re mister perfect.” 


He flipped ahead to find the part about the Tarvos Shuffle. 


So, what do you do if you’ve waited too long to find your soul, and Tarvos 
has brought you to his lair? Hopefully you will have purchased this book 
before that happens! Unfortunately, most people do not know how to resist 
Tarvos. In moments, they become Golems, and will stay limp sand 
creatures until the day that the Master Shem finally mobilizes them. But 
there is a way out, even if you’ve come this far! 


We like to call it the Tarvos Shuffle. Simply jump and swerve, back and 
forth, which will make Tarvos confused and throw off his aim. During this 
time, you must spit in your hands and rub them together well. With a deft 
move, jump high off the floor—it helps to wear gravity-defying shoes for 
this feat. Grab hold of one of the bull’s great horns, and twist. Tarvos’s 
horns are thick and tough, and you must break through a layer before you 
can unscrew them. Be careful that he does not tear you apart or turn you 
into a Golem while you are doing this! Also, the three cranes that live on 
Tarvos’s back are there to protect him. They will likely try to kill you while 
you are twisting the horns. 


Tarvos is known to keep his magical abilities in one of his horns, likely 
other important possessions in the other. Once you take his horns, you can 
use them to control him completely. Simply cut the sharp point off of one of 
his horns—its insides are hollow. Blow through it, and Tarvos will be 
under your spell. He will release you, if you ask him, and help you on your 
way. Then you may use our other just-as-easy techniques to regain your 


lost soul. 


Erec could not believe his eyes. This was supposed to be so simple that a 
newborn baby could do it? It seemed doubtful that anyone could survive the 
Tarvos Shuffle. It was obvious that nobody had done this successfully yet, or 
Tarvos would no longer have horns. 

But at the same time, Erec would have a ghost helping him. Taking one of 
Tarvos’s horns would either let him have Tarvos’s magical ability, or give him 
the Master Shem back—because Erec was sure that was where he was keeping 
it. 

“We can do this.” Spartacus pointed to the page. 

“You’ll never be able to do that,” Rosco said, at the same time, looking over 
Erec’s shoulder. 

“Who knows? The book sounds a little crazy, but . . .” If Erec took the Master 
Shem back, that would save the world from invasion by those dreaded Golem 
creatures, and keep them out of Baskania’s hands. He shrugged. “I need to give 
it a try, with Spartacus’s help. I’ve been waiting to figure out a way. Then if I 
learn the spell to stop time, I might save the three thousand souls from the 
Furies. Who knows?” 

As he spoke, Erec realized how crazy his plans sounded. But were they any 
more crazy than being brought back from the dead, and morphing into spiders 
and smashed worms? 

At that thought, the room around Erec flew out on all sides, and he thunked, a 
fat worm, onto the book he had been reading. He looked around wildly, but 
Rosco had disappeared. His voice boomed, though, from down below. .. . 

“Tt’s okay, little buddy. I saw you run into that hole, Erec. I know you’re a 
spider now, and I promise I’m not going to crush you. Just come back out and 
climb on my finger, and we’ |! look at the book together until you change back.” 

Erec wished that he was able to shout to Rosco, or even say anything. It was 
pretty funny that Rosco thought he was a fleeing spider. At least he wasn’t 
hurting the poor thing. The room was blurry, and it was impossible to focus on 
anything around him. But there was a sound—“Eew!”—and a shadow 
approaching rapidly— 

“Erec?” Rosco’s booming voice was close now. “Ugh. I’m sorry, I guess that 
spider wasn’t you. Um, can you hear me like that?” 

Erec could not exactly nod or answer. He remembered what he had done 
before to change back fast. What was that word? Nee-way. 

He morphed into his normal self, sitting on the book, then hopped off. 


“Sorry,” he panted. “That’s just weird.” 

Rosco looked stunned. “Yeah. . . It’s okay. Glad you’re all right.” 

Erec wiped the sweat off of his face. “I wish I could go back into the 
Underworld through that Bubble Boulder like last time. But Tarvos only left it 
open once. Let’s look in these books and find the best way back.” 

“T can get you there. But read this.” Spartacus waved pages in front of Erec’s 
face. The book was called Dream Vacations or Nightmares? Visits to the 
Underworld That Your Family Will Never Forget. “Look at the ‘Avoid at All 
Times’ list.” 

The book described a multitude of places that a vacationing family would not 
want to see on a visit to the Underworld. It sounded like most of the Underworld 
was included in the list. Spartacus tapped one of the pages. 


Again—don t forget to bring two gold coins to the Underworld—that is, if 
you want to get back out again! Although it is a stunning destination, there 
are a few tricky spots you will want to avoid. Many areas of the 
Underworld contain the word “swamp.” Just for ease, we like to advise 
our readers to stay away from all of those places. Some of them include 
the Swamp Marsh of Disease, the Swamplands, the Never Ending Swamp 
Fields of Disaster, and the famous Chicken Swamp of Bruno. Also, stay 
away from any destination that includes the following words in its name: 
final, death, grim, swallow, sickness, craziness, scum, or toothbrush. 


A number of Shadow Demons monitor the Underworld like police officers 
of the area. So if you run into one, dont despair! They will generally 
acquaint you with the place and make sure that everything is as it should 
be. One of their duties is to decide who gets to leave and who should stay 
on permanently. So you may have the wonderful surprise of becoming a 
permanent resident! Your vacation will go on forever. This is nice for the 
Shadow Demons as well, because the Underworld needs to stay populated. 
If you are bound and determined to return home again, it is advised to 
follow the Shadow Demon’s directions wisely. 


Another place to avoid while you are there are the lovely Suction Pits of 
Despair in the Desert of Eternal Heat. While the Desert itself is miserable 
and dangerous, it still is a fine place to take your children for a trip that 
they will never forget. We cannot, however, in good conscience, 
recommend that you sink with them into the Suction Pits. These lead 
straight down to the inescapable cavern of Tarvos the Great. Once you are 


there, you will be instantly killed by a magical, giant bull, never to be 
heard from again. 


“Do you have two gold coins on you?” Erec asked. 

Rosco pulled two ring coins out of his pocket and gave them to Erec. “You 
going to hang on to these just in case?” 

“Just in case?” Erec laughed. “I’m ready to go now. Spartacus has had it with 
waiting.” 

Rosco raised an eyebrow. “We’re really going to do this? I don’t know. I’m 
all for helping you learn to stop time. But why not get the talisman from another 
foe?” 

“T need to stop Tarvos anyway.” Erec waved a hand toward the book. “But 
you shouldn’t come. It’s not worth the risk. At least I could get a cloudy thought 
and turn into a dragon if things get bad.” 

“Tarvos eats dragons,” Rosco reminded him. “You wouldn’t be a match for 
him.” 

“T need to do this.” 

Rosco closed his eyes. “You’ve been lucky so far following your gut instincts 
and listening to the Fates. But do you think I can let you go to that awful place 
by yourself? I’m supposed to be watching you. You’re still a kid!” 

“What is it with the adults in my life trying to stop me from what I’m 
supposed to do? The Fates are why I got the book of spells from Baskania. I’m 
sure that they knew all of this would happen.” 

“But what if you’re wrong?” Rosco raised his voice. 

Erec paused a minute and thought. “I have to go with what I feel is right. The 
Hermit said that too.” 

Spartacus clapped his hands. “Well, enough of all this fun debating. Let’s go! 
No need for a Port-O-Door. Pll take us straight to the Underworld. Ready for a 
visit to the lovely Suction Pits of Despair, in the Desert of Eternal Heat? Sounds 
like a charming place to stay.” 

Erec nodded. 

“You don’t want to take Rosco, do you? I’m all for leaving him behind too. 
Just nod and we’re out of here.” 

Erec nodded again. No use putting Rosco at risk. In a second, Spartacus’s 
hands rested on Erec’s shoulders, and they flew straight out the window. 


Before Erec knew it, they had flown deep into a cave, and were turning this way 
and that in the darkness. He was glad that Spartacus had a good grip on his 


shoulders, because he could not see a thing. Every now and then there was a 
glimpse of the floor split apart in spots, and with subterranean streams rushing 
by. There was no way he could have found his way through here by himself. 

Soon he was set down before a thin gap in a craggy, damp stone wall. Eerie 
red light seeped through the narrow rift in the rock. It seemed doubtful that any 
family would come here for a vacation. In fact, every part of him wanted to run 
away, even knowing that he had to go inside. There was a foreboding feeling 
about the place, like people were just not supposed to be here. 

“Do you know what it’s like in there?” he asked Spartacus. 

“Nope. Never seen it. Do you want me to check it out first?” 

As much as Erec did not want to be left alone here, he definitely wanted to 
know what lay ahead. “Thanks, Spartacus.” 

The ghost set him down and disappeared. The cave had an eerie feel. He 
could not get the idea out of his head that if Spartacus disappeared he would be 
stuck there forever. 

But the spirit returned before long. “I found the way to the Desert of Eternal 
Heat. It’s harder to get my bearings in there. You’ll see what I mean, it’s a 
strange place.” 

Without giving Erec a chance to ask questions, Spartacus pulled him higher 
up the wall through a larger crack. Erec’s arms scraped against the stone as he 
passed through. On the other side, bright red light glowed intensely. He had to 
squeeze his eyes shut for a minute to get used to it. A strange, bubbly feeling 
came over him, and when he opened them, the light seemed even brighter. He 
was suspended in the air over an immense river, eerily lit by an unseen, 
flickering source. Everything around him looked dark purple. Warm sulphur- 
smelling mists rose from the waters. 

Erec’s limbs jumped in shock, feeling like he was about to fall into the dark 
water. He flailed for a minute, hanging with no support or help from Spartacus. 
But after a moment he realized that he was clinging to some kind of rope. It was 
strange how easy it was to hold himself up—he wasn’t tired one bit. In fact, it 
seemed he could go on forever hanging there, without exerting himself at all. He 
waved an arm or two around—or three? What was he holding on with... ? 

Erec’s thoughts stopped cold. Multiple arms? His eyes drifted over his own 
body, and there were the hairy jointed armor-type limbs again. He had turned 
into a spider so quickly when his eyes were closed that he had not even noticed 
it. So, what was he hanging on to, then? On closer inspection, the rope was a tall 
stick of dead grass that bent over the river. 

He began to shake. What if he morphed back into his full-sized self now? He 
would fall into the water. But looking at the dark bubbles below him, he knew 


that there was something nasty about it that he should not touch. 

Spartacus’s voice seemed extra loud since he was small. “Sorry, Erec. It took 
me a minute to realize where you went. I could sense that you were still here, but 
I couldn’t figure it out.” He scooped Erec up with a finger. “Stay away from that 
water, or you’ll never get out of here. It’s the River Styx, and it’s meant to keep 
people in the Underworld forever.” 

Erec remembered the Waters of Oblivion that he had once crossed in order to 
go to Tartarus to find the three Furies the first time. One step in that stream 
guaranteed death. He had walked through it—and had died shortly after. Luckily 
for him, he was brought back to life. But the last thing he needed was to tempt 
fate again. Spartacus scooped him into the air, safely away from the edge of the 
River Styx. Erec thought the word Nee-way and about his normal form, and he 
morphed back. 

“Phew. Thanks for saving me! Can you fly us over the river?” 

“No. I checked it out before, but I couldn’t take you there even if you were a 
spider. I can cross myself, but the atmosphere is crazy above the river. It 
squeezes me into tiny particles. Even as a spirit I can barely fit through it. There 
is no way you could go over in one piece. There’s a boatman, though.” Spartacus 
pointed into the distance. 

A dark shadow on the water grew larger. Soon a man was visible standing on 
a wooden raft, pushing himself forward with a long pole. Waters lapped over the 
sides of the raft, and occasionally the man stopped to shove things off the 
wooden boards with his stick. Before long, he washed ashore near Erec and 
Spartacus. Thick white worms wriggled off the wood as it slid onto land. 

The boatman wore a torn canvas coat, its heavily frayed hood over his head. 
His skin was wearing away in places, bits of bone popping through his cheeks 
and knuckles. A curly black beard covered most of his face, but his eyes shone 
with a sly gleam and his mouth curved into a grin. “Welcome to the 
Underworld.” His accent was from North England, but he drew out his vowels in 
a way that made him sound a bit crazy. 

“Can we take your boat to cross, and go to the Desert of Eternal Heat?” 

“Do ye have payment?” 

“Payment?” It took Erec a moment to remember the two ring coins in his 
pocket. He pulled them out. “How much does it cost?” 

The boatman eyed the gold. “That will do.” 

“Okay.” One chair perched in the middle of the raft. Erec climbed on and sat 
down. “Can you take me straight to the Desert of Eternal Heat, then?” 

The boatman shook his head. “I take you across the river. That is what I can 
do.” 


Erec climbed on and sat in the chair. “What about Spartacus?” 

“Whooo?” It sounded like the boatman was trying to imitate an owl. 

Erec remembered that Spartacus would be invisible to the boatman. “He’s a 
spirit that is with me.” 

“Nooo.” The boatman shook his head. “There is room for only one.” 

“Its okay, Erec. I’ll squeeze through overhead again. You take the boat and 
I'l] meet you on the other side.” 

Erec waited patiently, but the boatman did not move. Finally, he asked, “Are 
you waiting for something?” 

“Payment.” 

Erec tried to put the two coins into the man’s fingers. One slipped through his 
jutting finger bones and onto the strung-together logs of the raft. Erec grabbed 
the coin again before it was lost. The boatman remained immobile. He nodded, 
slowly. “Ye must put your payment into its mouth.” He pointed down at a 
decaying body of a woman that was suddenly on the raft. 

Spartacus held his nose. “She’s dead.” 

“What? You’re disgusted by that? Who are you to talk?” Erec almost laughed, 
but at the same time he was just as sickened by the rotting corpse. 

The dead woman turned her waxen eyes to look at Erec, and slowly opened 
her jaws. A few spiders ran out .. . and Erec immediately sympathized with 
them. How horrid it must have been for them inside of there! And he was 
supposed to put the coins into her mouth... . 

Holding his breath and trying not to get sick, Erec lowered the gold ring coins 
to her black lips. Her lips opened wider into a broad, gaping grin, and a dark 
purple tongue wiggled out. Carefully, he brought the coins close and dropped 
them in. The dead woman gobbled them up as if they were pastry dough, sighed 
heavily, and belched. Her mouth opened again in a wavering wail, and she slid 
off of the raft and into the water. 

The boatman pushed his pole against the shore and set off with Erec into the 
River Styx. The waters were rocky, and waves lapped over the boat edges 
coming close to Erec’s shoes. 

Erec pulled his feet closer to the chair. “I can’t touch the water, right?” 

“Ye can touch it.” 

Erec wasn’t sure what the boatman meant by that. “Will it hurt me, though?” 

“No, it doesn’t hurt.” The boatman pushed on, then beat away at something in 
the water with his stick. Erec noticed the white worms again, wriggling at the 
sides of the raft. 

He had the feeling that the boatman was leaving out some important 


information about the water. “If I touch the water, will it kill me? Or make me 
have to stay in the Underworld forever?” 

The boatman cackled. “It could do. Ye know what they say . . . that which 
doesn’t kill ye makes ye stronger.” 

Erec thought about that for a moment. “Do you mean that the water here 
could help me, too?” 

“Ye ask a lot of questions.” He rowed some more, then beat something else 
away with his pole. There was a scuttling noise, and some of the worms wiggled 
closer to Erec. . . . It took him a minute to realize that they weren’t worms at all. 
They were fingers, and some of them were attached to hands. People were 
hanging off of the boat, and now someone was trying to climb on. A decaying 
figure, half of its head an exposed skull, scrambled aboard. Its mouth hung open, 
gaping and snapping, and it crawled toward Erec as if it wanted to bite him. 

Erec jumped, pulling his knees to his chest. “Get that thing off of here!” 

The undead creature dripped flesh onto the logs of the raft as it crept closer, 
and the bits of skin wiggled away like worms. Its teeth looked sharp, and its 
head swung back and forth as it moved. The boatman put his pole squarely in the 
middle of the creature’s face and pushed, flinging it into the water with a splash. 

“Zombies,” he huffed. “That’s what’ll happen to ye if ye decide to go for a 
swim in the Styx now.” 

“T’d turn into a zombie? How horrible!” Erec hoped that none of the splashes 
around him got too close. 

“Or you’d become indestructible. Or maybe both.” He cackled. 

Being indestructible sounded good, but there was no way he’d risk touching 
this water. The raft was pulling up to the other shore, and soon washed onto land. 

“Thanks,” Erec said. “When I’m ready to go back across I just call you, 
then?” 

“PII know when you’re here. I’ll come to you. As long as you can pay for the 
trip, you can go back to the other side.” 

“But I already paid you!” Erec fished around in his pockets. They were 
empty. 

“Good day.” 

“Wait—how much does it cost to cross?” 

“A piece of gold.” 

“But I paid you two before. . . .” 

“Your choice.” 

So, he was supposed to take two coins—one to cross the River Styx and the 
other to come back again? “I want one of my coins back.” 


“Good luck finding it.” 

Erec knew that there was no way he would ever get his other ring coin back 
again. Now was he stuck for good in the Underworld? A chill went through him 
as he thought about his fate. But then he tried to forget about it. He was 
supposed to be doing this, right? Or was he? The Fates wouldn’t let him do this 
if he’d really be stuck forever. He shivered, and tried to focus on his task ahead. 

He would do his best to disarm Tarvos. If he accomplished this feat, he would 
move on to rescuing the souls from the Furies. It seemed overwhelming, but then 
he would have fixed the worst problems he knew about. He’d be finished. But 
then he remembered something awful—the contract he had signed giving his 
dragon eyes to Baskania. He might have to live out the rest of his life blinded. 
And his visions of doing awful things in the future . . . It was too much to think 
about. One thing at a time, he thought. There was a bull to deal with first. 


CHAPTER TWENTY 
A Test of Cleverness and Chance 





SparTACUS WAS WAITING when Erec climbed off of the ferry. “It’s nice down 
here, isn’t it?” 

Around them were endless fields swirling with mists. There was little light on 
this side of the river, and even after Erec’s eyes had adjusted to the dimness, the 
place still had a foreboding look. Shapes passed through the mist, formless 
spirits that, unlike Spartacus, had lost their original appearance. 

Even though the fields were wide open, it had the feel of a prison. Erec felt 
claustrophobic even though he was outdoors, as if something unseen was 
pressing on him. 

“Why are those spirits here?” 

“T asked one of them.” Spartacus shuddered. “This place is a trap. It’s where 
some of us end up if we spend too long haunting earth as a ghost after we die. I 
don’t know how much time that is, but I don’t want to end up one of these guys.” 

Dark shapes appeared nearby, popping out of crags and around rocks. They 
came closer to Erec on all fours, steadily, leering grins on their faces. 

“What are those things?” Erec asked. 

“Night Panthers.” The boatman nodded at the beasts. “Inside they’re all 
lizard, but their shape and fur look like jungle cats. Don’t let them get too close 


to ye.” He winked at Erec. “They love to eat dragons best of all.” 

Erec stepped back reflexively. He wondered how the boatman knew that he 
had some dragon in him. “Let’s go,” he said to Spartacus. “This place give me 
the creeps.” 

“All right. But don’t expect the next area down here to be much better.” 

Spartacus picked him up and they flew through the fog over endless terrain. 
Erec was glad that Spartacus knew the way—it would have been impossible for 
him to get around alone here. As they flew, the temperature grew hotter and 
hotter. Spartacus didn’t seem to notice, but Erec was dripping sweat. It reminded 
him of Aorth—and he wished he was wearing the air-conditioned UnderWear 
that people used down there. 

The waving grasses gave way to sand, and soon they were flying over desert. 
The sky was a deep blood red, and the sands that he could see through the mists 
were black. “This is it,” Spartacus said in Erec’s ear. “The Desert of Eternal 
Heat.” 

“T can see why it’s called that. This is miserable.” 

“Ts it? Hmm. I can’t tell.” Spartacus landed on a steaming patch of black 
sand. “The Suction Pits of Despair are just a few paces that way.” He pointed. “I 
thought we could talk about what we’re going to do once we get there.” 

It was hard for Erec to form words in the extreme heat. “I... can’t...” He 
had to get into that cave before he could even think straight. The red sky looked 
oppressive in the boiling heat, and the sulfur smell was even worse. 

“Well, hullo there,” said a crisp British accent. “I can see that we have some 
visitors here today.” A man stood before them, briskly dusting off his long white 
lab coat. He tapped a pen against a clipboard in his hand, apparently oblivious to 
the heat. “Wonderful. Wonderful. Let’s see . . . Erec Ulysses Rex and Spartacus 
Kilroy ...no middle name, Spartacus?” He looked right at the ghost as if he had 
no problem seeing him at all. 

Spartacus answered, unsure if he would be heard, “Um, no.” 

“Fantastic. Well, we have it right, then.” He tapped the clipboard, pleased. 
“Let’s see. ... Welcome to the Underworld, herald of the past and birthplace of 
the future.” He spoke fast, as if listing oft-repeated lines. “It is the policy of the 
Underworld that all visitors must be inspected for communicable illnesses, 
dreaded diseases, poxes, curses, and hexes. Underworld citizens retain rights that 
will supersede your own when you are traveling here, and you must be advised 
that an inability to return does not constitute citizenship. Please heed the 
advisory that the earth elements here can change without warning, and also that 
their impact on humans is unpredictable. You may come away a somewhat 
different person if, and I say if, you return home again. And finally, it is agreed 


by the powers that be that each visitor be given a test of both cleverness and 
chance, and if they fail then they should never have come here, their visit will be 
void ipso facto, and all rights to return home shall be relinquished.” He smiled 
pleasantly. “Are we all clear?” 

Clear was the last thing that Erec was. It was hard to even focus on this man’s 
words in this sweltering heat. He just shook his head, no. 

“Wonderful. Well, as long as we’re all straight, it’s time to administer your 
tests. Right?” 

“What tests are you talking about?” Spartacus asked. 

“The cleverness and chance tests. Your quid pro quo for getting out of here, 
you see. Which of you would like to take the tests? I assume it will be Erec, as 
Spartacus will be able to leave at will, but you will not.” 

Erec was about to fade, so he raised a hand. If he didn’t do the test now, there 
would be no hope at all for him. 

“Excellent. Erec, I’ll first administer your cleverness test. Right. Now, let me 
ask you a simple question, and you answer to the best of your ability. If you 
needed to get your scepter back, and your life depended on it, what would you 
need to do in order to obtain it?” 

It took a moment for Erec to absorb the question in the blistering heat. How 
would he call his scepter back to him? He knew the answer—he had 
programmed it so that both he and somebody else had to say that he was ready to 
use it again. But his senses were still together enough to know not to answer and 
give away his secret... . 

“Wonderful! You are correct. Thank you for sharing that information with me. 
Now, are you ready for the test of chance?” 

“But I didn’t say anything... .” 

“A technicality. I don’t require the spoken word to hear you loud and clear. 
Those details will be critical if, and I say if, you end up becoming a permanent 
resident here.” 

So, this man could read minds, then? Erec worried why he wanted to know 
about the scepter—and what he would do about it. A permanent resident? That 
better not happen... . 

The man produced a small table with a tap from his cane. On it were six 
glasses of water. Erec’s thirst overwhelmed him, and he wanted to gulp down 
each of them. 

The man waved his hand over the table. “There are five rivers in the 
underworld, and two pools. Of course, one river and pool are connected, so that 
makes six waters that contribute to our spectacular landscape.” 

Erec thought the landscape was less than spectacular, but he kept his mouth 


shut. 

The man continued. “In these cups, we have water from each of these rivers 
or pools. You may choose only one to drink, and whatever befalls you from that 
drink will be your fortune. Here are the waters of . . .” He pointed to one glass at 
a time. “Acheron, Cocytus, Plegethon, Lethe, Styx, and Mnemosyne. Which 
would you choose to drink?” 

Erec was so thirsty that he wanted to drink all of them at once. But he hadn’t 
lost his mind. It was obvious that some of those liquids would do horrible things 
to him. For instance, there was no way that he would drink the water from the 
River Styx, that was for sure. But the other ones were a mystery to him. Would 
some of them actually be good for him? How would he know? 

Maybe Spartacus could help. Erec couldn’t ask him out loud . . . but 
Spartacus could read his mind. Maybe Spartacus could read this man’s mind as 
well and let Erec know which water to drink! He concentrated. Spartacus, could 
you read his mind and tell me what to do? 

Spartacus looked at him and shrugged, shaking his head. 

“Oh, and absolutely no cheating,” the man said. “Of course a simple ghost 
can in no way read the mind of a Shadow Demon.” 

A Shadow Demon! Of course. One of the books in the library mentioned that 
Shadow Demons were like police down here, and something about “If you want 
to leave the Underworld you’d better follow their directions wisely.” 

The Shadow Demon yawned. “Police. What a petty comparison. Now, pick a 
water, let’s go, make it snappy. We don’t have all day, now, do we?” 

“Do I get any clues?” 

“Now, now, Erec. If you had clues, it would not be a game of chance, now, 
would it?” 

There had to be a way that he could get out of this. Maybe the Shadow 
Demon was lying to him, and he didn’t really need to do this to leave the 
Underworld again. ... 

“Quite sorry, chap. If it were only that easy. Rules are rules, you see, and it’s 
like this—you drink or you stay here forever. And I really don’t think you want 
that, now, do you?” 

In his haze, Erec remembered something about Shadow Demons. He was 
human now, not safely a ghost—and it would devour him if he didn’t walk right 
through it. Even if the thing turned into a hideous creature, he would not be 
afraid. All he had to do was gather his courage. .. . 

The Shadow Demon yawned again as Erec walked through him. “Was that 
fun, now? I hope you enjoyed that little effort on your part. Yes, you have made 
it so that I can’t eat you. But guess what? I wasn’t going to eat you. So you’ve 


really changed nothing at all. Now, if you’d please pick a glass of water we can 
get on with things. It’s becoming a bit of a long day.” 

Erec sent a thought to Spartacus: Maybe we should go into the Suction Pits of 
Despair and find Tarvos. We’ll see what happens if we ignore this guy. 

The man sounded annoyed. “Now, listen here. I’ve spent quite a bit of time 
helping you both through this difficult period of change that you’re going 
through. There are rules to be followed, though, and I don’t advise that you take 
matters into your own hands. It’s like this. You pick and drink now, or I go, and 
you never get out of here. PII do whatever you like, but this is your final 
chance.” He crossed his arms expectantly. 

“Okay, let me think.” Erec pointed to the water from the River Styx. “I’m not 
drinking that one.” 

“All right, then.” The Shadow Demon tossed the glass over his shoulder, and 
the water melted into the sand with a hissing noise. 

“What would that have done to me?” 

“Styx is hate. We’ ll leave it at that. Your choice, now?” 

The water looked the same in each cup. Randomly he pointed to one, but then 
had a horrible feeling that he should not drink it. “Not that one either.” 

The Shadow Demon threw the cup into the sand. “That was Acheron. Sorrow. 
Next?” 

“Hate and sorrow .. . are there any good ones in there?” 

“Tt’s all in your perspective.” He waved over the four remaining cups. 

Erec thought about using the Awen of Knowledge—one of the small balls that 
hung from the Twrch Trwyth on his neck. It would give him the answers to 
everything he needed to know. He knew that he needed to save it for something 
incredibly important, but wasn’t getting out of the Underworld alive the most 
important thing? 

“Wrong again.” The Shadow Demon shook his head. “If you use the Awen of 
Knowledge, you’ll learn that it’s too late for you, and that you are doomed to 
stay here in the Underworld forever—because using it will take the chance away 
from our game of chance. It is a sure way to lose.” 

Erec pointed to one of the cups. At first he thought that he was drawn to it, 
but then he immediately felt fear. “No, I’m not drinking that one either.” 

“Shame.” The Shadow Demon tossed it on the sand. “Mnemosyne. Memory. 
It would give you clarity.” 

Erec felt at a loss. He should have gone with his initial impression. None of 
the other cups seemed right. Disappointed, he said, “Okay. Pll take that one.” 

The Shadow Demon handed him a cup, smiling. He tossed another cup into 
the sand. “Cocytus. Lamentation. You would not have liked that one.” And then 


the final one. “Plegethon. Fire. Painful, but it would have added to your dragon 
powers.” 

Erec stared at the glass in his hand. “What is this one?” 

“Tt’s from the River Lethe. I hope you enjoy it. Don’t forget, you need to 
drink a whole mouthful if you want it to count.” The Shadow Demon vanished, 
leaving Erec with the cup. 

Something was wrong. Erec knew that the liquid would be bad for him to 
drink. Maybe it had been the smile on the Shadow Demon’s face. Maybe it was 
his own intuition. “Should I do this?” he asked Spartacus. 

“T don’t know. I hate the idea of you drinking that. But that book said the 
Shadow Demons in charge here get to decide who stays permanently.” He shook 
his head. “I wish I could drink it for you.” 

“Tt sounds bad either way. If I don’t drink it I’m stuck here. And if I drink it 
something bad happens to me... and I’m stuck here.” There had to be a way out 
of this. Could he escape on a technicality? 

Then he thought of one thing that might work. . . . He set the drink on the 
ground and acted fast before the Shadow Demon could respond, if he was still 
around. 

Nee-way. He imagined being a spider again, hoping that he could control 
what happened to him. 

It worked. The world around him stretched and grew, and the cup became 
huge in size. Erec landed on one of its comers, grasping on with his many legs. 
He had to be careful not to fall inside—drenching himself in the water might be 
fatal. But if he could take a mouthful when he was spider-sized, then that should 
count. That tiny sip might not affect him once he was human-sized again. 
Anyway, it was worth a try. 

Keep an eye on me, Spartacus, he thought. Don t let me fall into this stuff. 

He had to lower himself . . . and without a moment’s thought he began to spin 
a web. It was so natural that he didn’t even have to think about it. It was a short 
web, and just the way to move downward, like climbing a step. To be extra safe, 
he reinforced the strands twice, and wound some of his feet in knots of it before 
he lowered himself. It amazed him how similar the stuff looked to the Substance. 

The water looked darker than it should, but at least it had no smell. Erec got 
as close as he could, but then he hesitated. Was he making the right decision? 
What would this do to him? 

Then again, there was really no choice. He lowered his face to touch the 
liquid from the River Lethe, and filled his mouth. Before swallowing, he raised 
himself to the top of the cup, balanced on the rim near his web. Terrified of what 
would happen, he made the decision and swallowed. . . . 


It was very hot when he awoke. How long had he been asleep? The sky was red. 
Interesting. Skies are red. He was sitting on a white thing, but didn’t know what 
it was. He also wasn’t sure what the liquid was inside of it, but something told 
him that liquid might be cooling on a hot day like this. Should he jump into it, 
then? That would make him feel better. 

“No!” a voice shouted. “Don’t go in there!” 

Who was making that noise? Erec eyed the water again. Time fora dip... 

But before he made it into the liquid, a giant hand scooped him away. “Erec! 
What are you thinking?” 

Erec? he thought. Who is Erec? 

“Oh, no!” the voice said. “This stuff made you forget everything? You don’t 
even know who you are now?” 

That thought had not even occurred to him—who he was. Who was he? He 
looked himself over. Eight thick, jointed, hairy legs, and a nice round, solid body 
... He was a spider, obviously. It was nice that the voice had pointed that out. 
He must have forgotten. 

But it was very hot here, and he wanted to go for a swim. Nice to meet you, he 
thought. Whoever you are. 

“Wait a minute!” The voice sounded excited. “Say, ‘Nee-way.’ Try saying it 
—or thinking it. It might help you.” 

It seemed that the voice was talking to him. Strange that thinking something 
might help him. But he did need help—he sure was hot. Nee-way. 

Things around him changed fast, shrinking. The liquid got much smaller, and 
the man who had been speaking became closer to his size. And he looked 
familiar too. ... 

“Spartacus!” Erec threw his arms around the ghost hard enough to pass right 
through him. He could feel Spartacus hugging him back. It was a relief having 
his memory back. Thank goodness that tiny spider sip wasn’t affecting him now. 
“That was strong stuff. I hope I don’t forget everything each time I become a 
spider again.” 

“T doubt that—it’s probably lost in your system by now.” 

“T hope so.” He wiped the sweat pouring off his face. “Let’s get out of here. 
You said the Suction Pits of Despair are that way?” 

Spartacus nodded, relieved. He looked into the waters of Lethe left in the cup. 
“I’m keeping the rest. It might come in handy.” Spartacus gestured toward the 
Suction Pits. “You first.” 

Hot sand bubbled around Erec’s feet. He remembered that the Suction Pits 
were quicksand, and now he worried that he might melt from heat when the sand 
covered him completely. It burned his skin as he sank into it, then began to pull 


him faster as he plunged downward. Right before his face was sucked under, he 
took a deep breath of the hot, humid air. 

He was boiling and suffocated, sand pressing in on all sides. He was still 
moving, but had slowed now. Where was the bottom of this thing? If only he 
would plunge through and pop out into Tarvos’s cave . . . but instead he seemed 
stuck. The Suction Pits of Despair was the right name for this place, he thought. 

It was too hard to hold his breath any longer, so slowly, with terror, he let it 
out into the sand. Maybe if he sucked in slowly he could get air again . . . but 
sand flew into his mouth and nose. He started to choke. 

Something tightened around his ankles and yanked him downward. It hurt as 
hot sand shoved against his body, digging into him. But soon he fell through a 
hole into the cavern. 

Instead of dropping to the floor, he was set down lightly by Spartacus. “Some 
entrance,” Spartacus said. “If you didn’t have a ghost with you, you’d never 
have made it through.” 

“Thanks.” Erec collapsed on the floor, taking deep breaths and spitting out 
sand. “That was awful. At least it’s cool in here.” 

They waited for Erec to catch his breath and calm down. He recognized this 
place from the last times he had been here. It was definitely Tarvos’s cave. 

Someone was talking around the other side of the corridor. Tarvos was 
probably about to change someone into a Golem. He walked closer, quietly, 
Spartacus drifting beside him. 

Tarvos growled. “Well, I don’t like it. I don’t need a babysitter, especially 
some human kid. If the Shadow Prince doesn’t trust me, then he should find 
someone else to work for him.” 

A familiar voice, with a mild New York accent, spoke fast. “It’s not like that, 
with the Shadow Prince. I’ve known him for hundreds of years, and I trust him 
completely. But he wouldn’t be doing his job if he didn’t look over our 
shoulders. He’s just watching out for us, that’s all.” 

Who was that? Erec wondered. He sounded so familiar. . . . 

“T don’t need watching out for. I’m Tarvos!” 

“And we all understand that. But this boy, Ward Gamin, has been specially 
chosen to spend some time here with you. Now that you’ve amassed your 
magnificent Golem armies, the Shadow Prince wants to make sure that they 
aren’t misdirected . . . especially since you have the Master Shem now at your 
disposal.” 

Ward Gamin was there? Erec had just seen him at the Diamond Minds of 
Argos. It seemed the Shadow Prince liked to put him in dangerous places. 

Tarvos grunted. “If you leave him here, I just might turn him into a Golem.” 


“PII have to ask you not to do that. Please understand that we’re just trying to 
make things work out smoothly. We’re planning our attack now on Otherness, 
and before you know it, you and your Golem hordes can get out there and go 
nuts. It’s just a little bit of time that we’ll have to wait, so things can fall into 
place.” 

“How long?” 

“A week from now, tops. With the help of our own armies, you and your 
Golems can wipe out Otherness in two weeks. Then, with the captives we get in 
Otherness—the ones willing to join us—we’ lI turn next to Upper Earth. The plan 
there is easy. One country at a time. The Shadow Prince has it all under control. 
He owns the airlines, boat and train companies, and he can shut down 
transportation in minutes. Then he can stop communication, because he has 
control of the telecom, cable, and Internet companies. Last week he purchased 
all of the Internet search engine companies in Upper Earth, so at the flip of a 
switch, the Internet will be almost unusable. 

“And then . . . freedom for you, my friend. Baskania was thinking about 
giving you Australia—it’s a huge continent on Upper Earth where you can be 
ruler over all who live there. There are bulls there too—and you can bring as 
many Minotaurs as you want from Otherness. Really nice place.” 

Erec peeked around the corner, curious who had been talking. He glimpsed 
Ward Gamin in his oversized jacket. Next to him was someone in red ermine and 
a crown. ... It was King Pluto, his uncle who had unfortunately been swayed by 
Baskania. Erec drew back behind the cave wall before he was seen. 

Ward sounded timid. “Your Majesty? Didn’t the Shadow Prince want me to 
search for Queen Hesti? I mean, I don’t mind staying here, but I was supposed to 
do that—” 

“No worries. Hesti had a kind of thing for dragons, and we thought that she 
might be hiding in their caves in Otherness somewhere. We were thinking of 
sending you to look. But there’s no rush—if you . . . I mean, when you finish this 
job you’ll go there next. It is important that we find Hesti. I’m sure you know 
why.” 

Erec’s fists clenched. Queen Hesti was his mother—and she had been missing 
ever since his triplet siblings disappeared. So Baskania was looking for her, too? 

A memory came back to him—one that had been lost for a long time until he 
got his memory chip back from Connor. 


Erec and Elizabeth sat on their mother’s lap. She bounced them up and down on 
her knees and sang a silly song about dragons. Then she became serious. “I 


want you both to remember that dragons are beautiful, wonderful creatures. 
There are a lot of people who are afraid of them, and who would be happy to 
slay them from fear or greed—because dragons’ lairs are full of riches. But the 
best thing that a dragon can give you is its friendship. Someday, I will take you 
to meet some dragons, and you will see for yourselves how noble they are.” 

“Daddy said he helped one of the dragons once. He saved its life,” Erec said. 

Queen Hesti gave them a hug. “That’s true, Erec. When you are grownup 
kings and queens someday you will protect the dragons, wont you?” 

“Yes, I will!” Elizabeth hugged her mother. 

“Me too,” Erec said. “Maybe Pll get to be a dragon someday!” 


Erec smiled. His mother must have had no idea at the time that he actually would 
become part dragon! He wondered for a moment about why it was important for 
Baskania to find his mother . . . and then another of his memories was jogged. 


Erec was lying in bed in the nursery, his brother and sister in their beds nearby. 
Queen Hesti sat on a tall velvet chair overlooking all of them. Her hair was a 
mess of red curls today—Erec liked it this way, even though it looked different 
every day. But her soft green-gray eyes and high cheekbones stayed the same. 
She was beautiful, tall, and regal, and it seemed to Erec that she could do 
absolutely anything. 

“Someday you three will be the next rulers of our kingdoms,” she said. “And 
I will have an important part in that. You can’t become kings and queens unless I 
am there to pass on the crowns to you. Daddy once had that power, but he gave it 
to me for safekeeping. So now I have a big job to do one day.” 

“Why did Daddy give you the power?” Edward asked. “Why can’ I have it?” 

Queen Hesti laughed. “Maybe someday you all will, when your children are 
old enough to rule. But our good friend, the Hermit, said I should be the one to 
be in charge of it. Just in case something happened to Daddy, he said.” 

“What does the power make you do?” Erec asked. 

She smiled. “It passes the leadership from father to son, uncle to son, and 
aunt to daughter. We could have made it work in lots of ways, but I decided that 
Pd pass it along to you by my kiss.” 

Elizabeth laughed. “Mommy has magic kisses!” 

Soon all of them were laughing and singing silly songs about magic kisses. 
Erec remembered thinking that when Mommy put them to bed, they always got to 
stay up extra late and have fun. 


The memory hurt. Erec felt pangs of loneliness, missing his mother and siblings. 
But he also wondered about what he remembered. His mother was the one that 
would pass the crown from his father to him—and also to his siblings? Did 
Baskania know that too? Erec would have to find her, for sure, by the time he 
finished his quests. 

In the meantime, he had a bull to conquer. 


CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE 
A Drink in the Desert 





SILENCE FILLED THE CAVE. Erec peeked again to make sure King Pluto had left. 
Ward Gamin stood pressed against the wall, terrified, while Tarvos scratched the 
dirt floor with a sharp hoof. 

“Hmmm.” Tarvos’s deep voice echoed through the cavern. “I could turn you 
into a Golem—it would be a shame to waste you. But I’d rather just fry you on 
the spot.” He snorted. “Show the Shadow Prince I don’t need to be watched by 
one of his lackeys.” 

“T’m sorry—really.” Ward sounded desperate. “I’ll just stand here quietly and 
mind my own business. I won’t get in your way... .” 

Tarvos snorted. “You’re already in my way.” 

Laughter echoed from the walls of the cave. Erec was sure it was from the 
cranes that stood on Tarvos’s back. 

Ear that?” one said. “He thinks Tarvos will let ’im live. In’t that amusing?” 

Erec couldn’t let Ward get destroyed right in front of him. He’d already saved 
him once at the Diamond Minds pits, and it looked like he would have to again. 


Without wasting another moment, he ran around the comer and into the cave. 
Everyone stopped and stared at him. 

It took Tarvos a moment, but then his eyes hardened in recognition. “Erec 
Rex? You ran in here to save this boy—TI can see it in your thoughts. It’s too late 
for him. Pll spare your life one more time, though, since you helped me so 
much. But you better leave and not come back.” 

Tarvos could read his mind—luckily he had been thinking about Ward, but he 
knew he had better act quick before the bull caught on to his plan. Instantly, he 
sprang into the air and landed on Tarvos’s shoulder, grabbing one of his horns. 

“Whoa, Nelly!” Spartacus jumped onto Tarvos’s other shoulder with a grin. 
“You don’t waste any time, kid.” 

“What?” The bull waved a hoof up near his head. “What are you doing?” He 
pointed a hoof at Erec.... 

Erec was overcome with dizziness. He collapsed and sank over Tarvos’s neck 
in a swoon. A ray of red light shot from Tarvos’s hoof over his head. What was 
happening? It felt like Erec’s eyes were spinning in his head. Had Tarvos done 
something to him... ? 

Erec blinked, and everything was green. Big ropes of Substance hung around 
the room. Erec’s dragon eyes were out. So it wasn’t Tarvos, then. Erec was 
having a cloudy thought. He waited to hear what it commanded him to do. 

“What’s going on?” Tarvos roared, enraged and confused. “I can’t read your 
mind anymore.” 

Erec flopped on the bull’s shoulder with relief, his strength returning. Tarvos 
couldn’t read his mind now—was that because he was part dragon from his 
cloudy thought? Tarvos swatted at him, and he jumped to the bull’s other 
shoulder. The three cranes looked him up and down. He had to work quickly. 

“How did you do that? Is your head a complete blank?” 

Erec started to grab the bull’s horn, then stopped. If Tarvos couldn’t read his 
thoughts, maybe he could take advantage of that and slow down. “Sorry you 
can’t read my mind anymore. Something got messed up when my old memory 
was put in.” 

“But I was just reading it a minute ago.” The bull growled. “You were 
wanting to save Ward. Then boom! Your thoughts disappeared.” 

“Yeah. Like I said, it’s all messed up.” He tried to think how to calm the bull 
down. 

“You ’ear that, Mage?” one of the cranes said. “He got his ol’ memory bags 
back again. Me wonders who had ’em. Did some sprite stole em or somepin?” 

Tarvos frowned. “Well, boy? Answer the question. Had a sprite stolen your 
memory?” 


Erec laughed, relieved that he had the gift of time. He wasn’t getting any 
commands from his cloudy thought—maybe it was just here to protect him in 
this way. “No sprite, just some kid named Connor Flannigan.” 

The bird preened. “Wha’dya do then, hit ’im over the head and pound it back 
out again? I’m sure it’s no’ easy to get memory out of someone, issit?” 

“Not at all.” Erec grinned. “Luckily the Memory Mogul did all the work for 
me.” Talking about his memory distracted Tarvos, so Erec slid down his 
shoulder, closer to his horn. But then he saw a look of interest in Ward Gamin’s 
eyes, ... 

Ugh! He felt like kicking himself. Why had he mentioned his old memory in 
front of Ward? He hoped Ward would keep his mouth shut about it. 

“I came back to help you, Tarvos.” Erec hung his feet in front of the bull’s 
massive shoulder and leaned closer to his head. “I’m sitting up here to whisper 
and keep things private. You know.” 

“Help me? You already got me the Master Shem—what else could you do? 
PII just finish off this pathetic human. No boy is in charge of Tarvos!” 

“I wouldn’t do that yet,” Erec said. “That’s what I came here to tell you.” 
Ward searched Erec with his eyes, practically begging him for help. Erec gave 
him a smile and a wink. “You’re going to want to keep this kid alive, especially 
after you find out what’s going on.” 

There was a low rumble coming from Tarvos that Erec assumed was 
curiosity. Even the cranes kept quiet, listening. 

“Baskania is trying to trick you. You can’t trust him. You see . . . this kid isn’t 
really here to watch you. He doesn’t know it,” Erec added, as Tarvos could read 
Ward’s mind. “But he is in trouble. Baskania wants him to die. But the three 
Fates really like this boy a lot. They said that whoever kills Ward, here, will be 
cursed forever. So Baskania hoped that you would do it. That way you would be 
the one cursed by the Fates.” 

Tarvos shifted uncomfortably. “The Fates? Is that true? That Baskania will 
pay for this. How dare he risk my life?” 

A crane said. “Are ’umans startin’ to tell the truth all of a sudden? Why 
believe ’im?” 

“Erec Rex is different,’ Tarvos said. “He said he’d bring me the Master 
Shem, and he did. He said he would get his soul back, and he did. Plus, I’m no 
fool. Even though the Shadow Prince puts a shield up, I can still tell some of 
what he’s thinking. And it’s all about himself.” 

Erec put a hand gently on Tarvos’s horn. It would be easier to trick Tarvos 
rather than fight him. 

“You’re exactly right. Ward over there has a time bomb inside of him, so you 


better get him out of here soon. Baskania wanted to make sure that you got the 
blame for killing him, even if you didn’t do it. Ward will blow up down here and 
the Fates will blame you. Listen to his chest and you can hear it.” Erec winked at 
Spartacus, and thought, Use those rocks to make a ticking noise. 

Tarvos frowned and scooped up the stupefied Ward. Spartacus grabbed two 
pebbles, then zoomed to the bull’s ear. Erec could see Ward’s shirt moving as a 
steady click came from that spot. 

“Hmm.” The bull set Ward down. “I did hear something. A time bomb? 
Would it be a magical one, then? Could it hurt my cranes?” The cranes 
squawked and flapped, flustered. 

“Yes. So be very careful. And there is something even worse. Remember the 
Master Shem that I gave you? There was a problem with it.” 

“A problem? What is it?” 

“Have you tried using it yet?” 

“Just once. I made all the Golems raise their hands, then sit. It worked like a 
charm.” 

Erec shook his head and whistled a low note. “You got lucky. Baskania took it 
before I gave it to you. He set it with a timer. After you use it for ten minutes, 
one of your cranes will die. In another ten minutes the next will be killed . . . and 
then the next. And after that—you. I felt bad leaving it here with you. I’m the 
one who brought it, it was only right to give you fair warning.” 

Tarvos frowned, anger steeling his face. “You’ve come back to make it up to 
me.” 

“T have. That Master Shem is already controlling you, too. Which horn do 
you keep it in?” 

Tarvos pointed to his left. 

“Do you want me to show you something? Look what Baskania is going to do 
to you. He’s programmed you so that with one word your horns will unscrew 
themselves. I’1l show you—the Master Shem will come to me all on its own.” 
He winked at Spartacus. “Baskania won’t need you at all anymore. You’ve spent 
all of this time building a massive Golem army. He’s going to let the Master 
Shem destroy you and your cranes, then steal it right back from you.” Erec 
pointed at Ward. “Plus, you’ll take the fall from the Fates for killing this boy.” 

Tarvos was growling. “When I get out of here Pll find the Shadow Prince and 
tear him limb from limb, before I use the Master Shem even once!” 

It was hard for Erec to suppress the smile on his face. Baskania would be in 
for a nasty surprise. But he couldn’t leave Tarvos with the Master Shem and the 
Golem army. 

“TIl show you how easily Baskania can take your Master Shem, and then Pll 


give it right back to you. Watch this.” Erec moved away from his horns and 
snapped his fingers. Unscrew them, Spartacus! he thought. 

Spartacus hovered over the bull’s head and started to twist both at the same 
time. 

“What?” Tarvos batted his hooves in the air, passing right through the ghost. 
“How is that happening?” 

The tough skin over Tarvos’s horns was no problem for Spartacus’s strength. 
In a moment both were off, one in each of his hands. The ghost grabbed Erec 
under his arm and sailed into the air. 

“Aargh!” Tarvos screamed, enraged. His mouth was trying to form words, 
unsuccessfully, as he had lost his ability to speak. He lunged at Erec, swiping 
with an iron-hard hoof. 

Spartacus jerked Erec out of the way and around the corner as the bull 
charged after them. Panicked, Erec grabbed Spartacus, but his grasp flew 
through the ghost. As they flew, he stuck his fingers in one of the horns and, 
with relief, felt the Master Shem. 

Cranes attacked from all angles, pecking and clawing. They pulled at his 
clothing, holding him back while Spartacus tried to fly him away. Erec covered 
his face, batting them away as he could, when Tarvos dove at him, slashing with 
teeth and hooves. Spartacus yanked hard just in time. 


Save Ward. 


Erec had forgotten he was having a cloudy thought until he heard the 
command. He tried to tell Spartacus, but two cranes pulled him back again. 
Before he could break away, Tarvos butted his hornless head into his side. Erec 
flew into the wall, and slid to the cave floor. 

“Are you okay?” Spartacus picked him up. 

Erec nodded. “Get Ward.” 

Tarvos snarled and dove again, but Spartacus was faster. He grabbed Ward by 
the arm. In a series of twists and turns, the ghost maneuvered both boys around 
the cranes and bull until they were out of the cave. 

Sand burned and scraped against Erec and Ward as Spartacus yanked them 
through the quicksand. Going back up suffocated Erec more than going down 
had. Sand shot into his nose and mouth as he tried to suck in air. Choking, he 
pulled his hands toward his face, but there was no way to move them there. He 
kept his fingers locked over the horns, to keep their contents inside. Everything 
hurt. ... 


Finally, Spartacus dropped them onto the boiling ground of the Suction Pits of 
Despair. Erec collapsed, heat baking through his skin even worse than before. 
Ward was lying on his back next to him. Spartacus waited for them to stop 
gasping and coughing, and then held a glass of water out to Ward. “Thirsty?” 

Erec blinked a few times, absorbing the situation. There was nothing else to 
drink in sight. Ward would gulp it all down, and Erec would be left dying of 
thirst. “What about me?” 

Spartacus raised a finger to his lips. “Ward can’t hear me, silly. He thinks a 
glass of water is floating here on its own. Tell him you already had one. Make 
sure he drinks the whole thing.” 

“What? Spartacus—I’m thirsty too.” 

Ward stopped spitting sand and turned to look at Erec. “Who are you talking 
to?” 

“Nobody. Just myself.” 

“Whatever.” Ward immediately focused on the glass of water. “Whoa.” He 
reached for it. 

“Save some for me,” Erec said, afraid it would be gone in a second. 

Spartacus sounded annoyed. “Erec, that’s not regular water. It’s the glass you 
sipped from when you were a spider. You know, from the River Lethe. It will 
wipe Ward’s memory clean, just like a newborn baby.” 

“Unh—” Erec reached for the glass, now thinking about knocking it out of 
Ward’s hand to protect him—even though the water looked amazing. Ward must 
have thought Erec was trying to take it from him, so he brought it straight to his 
lips and took a big sip. 

Spartacus pushed Erec away. “Let him drink it all. He heard everything you 
said in there, remember? All about how you got your old memory back from 
Connor Flannigan. And he saw you take the Master Shem and both of Tarvos’s 
horns, too. In the other horn you have all of Tarvos’s magical powers. Don’t you 
think Baskania would want to know all of that?” 

Erec was glad that Spartacus could read his mind. Why couldn t you just have 
told me what Ward was thinking? Maybe he wasn’t going to spill the beans to 
Baskania. I mean, we saved his life. You’d think he would have kept a secret for 
me. 

“Who knows. I couldn’t have followed him around forever to make sure he 
didn’t say anything. Now we’re safe.” 

Ward had obviously forgotten to share the water with Erec, not that Erec 
wanted it. “I want some more. Where is more water?” 

Erec looked Ward over carefully, wondering if the drink had taken effect yet. 
At least it wouldn’t harm him. In fact, since Baskania was putting Ward in so 


many dangerous situations, maybe forgetting everything would help him. Ward 
wouldn’t even know to go back to Baskania again. Erec could find him a safe 
home somewhere. .. . 

Ward dropped the empty glass in the sand and looked at Erec with wonder. 
“Who are you? Where are we?” Then he scanned his environment. “It’s so hot 
here.” 

“Its okay. My name is Erec, and we’re in a big desert in the Underworld. It’s 
time to go home now, okay?” 

“Good. Pm hot.” Ward frowned. “Where is my home? I can’t remember 
where I live.” 

“You live in Alypium. Don’t worry, Pll find it for you.” 

“All right.” Ward looked contented. “Let’s go now. I don’t like this place.” 

Spartacus picked the boys up and flew over the desert until the landscape 
changed to dark marshes and mists. It wasn’t until they reached the River Styx 
that Erec remembered the problem about the gold coin. If only he had kept one 
when he crossed the first time, he would have no problem getting back again. 

“Do you have any gold coins on you?” he asked Ward. 

Ward fished in his pockets. “I don’t have anything.” 

Spartacus set them on the shore. Gray spirits drifted through the white mists, 
and the smell of sulfur filled the dark air. “I don’t know what to do. There is no 
way I can get either of you back through that atmosphere. It must have been 
designed to keep people from crossing by themselves.” 

In the distance, a figure approached from across the water. As it grew closer, 
Erec could see that it was the boatman who had taken him across before. Maybe 
he would know what to do—although he had been far from helpful the first time. 

The raft of bound-together logs washed ashore. Fingers that looked like little 
white worms wiggled around the edges, making Erec shudder. The boatman’s 
worn canvas hood was pulled over his head. Bits of skull and cheekbone showed 
though his sloughing skin and grizzled black beard. “Welcome to the 
Underworld,” he said again, drawing out his vowels and sounding just as loony. 

“Thanks.” Erec nodded, trying not to stare at his protruding hollow eyes. “We 
need to get back across. . . .” 

“T need payment to take ye.” The boatman pounded his stick onto the beach. 

“A gold coin?” Erec asked. 

“Yup.” He giggled. “Or ye’ll be stuck here forever, mate. Is that wha’s going 
to happen?” 

Erec tried not to get angry. “Is there anything else I can pay you with?” 

The boatman scratched his chin, thinking. “I suppose I could take this boy’s 


spirit.” He motioned at Ward. “Ye can leave ’im with me as payment.” 

Ward pointed to himself, questioning. “Me?” 

The boatman nodded. “Deal?” 

“No deal!” Erec was disgusted. “We both need to cross. Is there anything else 
you’ll accept?” 

“Nope. Just a gold coin.” The boatman grinned. 

Spartacus stuck his hands into the boatman’s pockets, searching for coins, but 
all he pulled out were worms and dirt. The boatman giggled. 

Erec sighed. “Can you tell us where we can find a gold coin in the 
Underworld? Because we have to get home.” 

“There is a place. . . .” The boatman looked into the distance. “Not a very nice 
place, but a place, nonetheless.” 

“Yes? Where is it?” 

“There is a Carnival of Darkness up in the Dunes of Distress. Ye might be 
able to win yerself a coin there, if yer lucky.” 

The Dunes of Distress. Not exactly the name of a dream vacation spot. But 
Erec had to play the odds in the Carnival of Darkness if he wanted to see his 
home again. 


CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO 
The Carnival of Darkness 





Erec was AGAIN THANKFUL that he was traveling with a spirit who was able to 


find his way practically anywhere. He was carried with ease by Spartacus, along 
with Ward, over hills that looked like slimy oil slicks, then above a flat terrain 
with the appearance of gelatinous globs of goo. 

“T hope we don’t have to land in that stuff,” Erec said. 

Before long, they flew over dunes of black sand. Unlike the desert they had 
just been in, it was freezing cold. Spartacus set them in front of a massive red 
tent. The boys shivered, looking at the tall red velvet curtains in awe. Before 


them was a twinkling sign lit with colorful lights, saying: 
WELCOME ONE AND ALL TO THE CARNIVAL OF DARKNESS. STEP RIGHT IN AND TRY 
YOUR LUCK! 


“Try your luck at what?” Erec said. 

A skeletally thin man with a pencil mustache and long pointed beard stepped 
around the curtain. He wore a black stovepipe hat that was over a foot tall, with a 
red ribbon tied around its base. 

“Why, try your luck at luck, my friend. Are you here to play? Because we 
have some glorious prizes in store for you!” He ushered them into the tent. 

It was warm inside, and good smells filled the air. The room was dark, as its 


name suggested, but of all of the places in the Underworld, this seemed the best 
by far. Popcorn stands mingled with fried dough booths, and carnival games 
were everywhere. A huge, brightly lit Ferris wheel spun at one end of the tent, 
and a carousel with cheerful music echoed from its center. People were laughing 
and talking. . . . Erec realized that this was the first time he had actually seen 
people in the Underworld. Maybe this was where they all hung out. He didn’t 
blame them. 

“Wow.” Ward looked around slowly. “This is nice. Is this my home?” 

“T don’t think we should stay long,” Spartacus said. “Something is fishy about 
this place.” 

Erec didn’t have that feeling at all. In fact, he was hungry. “Let’s get a snack 
first. I haven’t eaten in forever!” 

He walked up to a brightly colored booth with racks of pizza under warming 
lights. It smelled heavenly. “How much for a piece?” Erec realized that he had 
no money at all. 

“One gold coin.” A bald man working behind the counter smiled. “Would you 
like a piece?” 

“Yes!” Ward said. The man began to hand him a dripping slice... . 

But Erec realized that it might be a trick. He shouted over the crowd, “No! 
Put it back. We have no money to pay you.” 

“You could owe me.” The man winked. “It’s no problem.” 

“Okay.” Ward put his hand out. 

“No.” Erec pulled Ward’s arm away before the pizza touched it. “We can’t.” 
He dragged Ward from the booth, against his protests. If they were lucky enough 
to earn a gold coin, the last thing he needed was for this man to take it away 
because they owed him for pizza. 

“Good thinking,” Spartacus said. “Let’s see if we can earn some change.” 

People walked by, eating snow cones and slurping sodas. They seemed to be 
having a great time. But when Erec took a closer look at them, he jumped with 
fear. Their eyes burned glowing red, like fiery coals, and their teeth were sharp 
and pointed. It was obvious that they were not human at all... . 

Spartacus noticed them as he heard Erec’s thoughts. “They are undead. 
Living, but without souls or spirits. Kind of like zombies, but these seem more 
controlled, like something is animating them. I can tell you there is only one 
thing that all of them are thinking, though, now that I’m paying attention to it.” 

“What’s that?” Erec wasn’t sure that he wanted to hear it. 

“You don’t want to know,” Spartacus agreed. “Should I tell you anyway?” 

Erec nodded. 


“They are hungry. And they all hope that you mess up so they can feast on 
both of you.” 

Chills went through Erec. This place no longer looked carefree and fun. He 
inched closer to Spartacus as they walked, trying not to look at the burning eyes 
of the ravenous undead around them. 

Ward seemed not to notice, however. He focused on the food that was 
everywhere. “I want that.” He pointed to the cotton candy. “And that.” He 
motioned at the huge salted soft pretzels hanging from a string nearby. 

Erec took him by the shoulders. “Promise me something, Ward. This is very 
important to remember. You can’t eat anything here, okay? I’ll get you whatever 
you want when we get home again. But right now, don’t touch the food.” 

Ward shrugged. “All right.” Erec decided that he had better keep a good eye 
on him, anyway. 

The huge tent made the carnival look even darker than it was outside. Tiny 
lights twinkled at the roof, giving the appearance of stars. It would have been 
beautiful if it weren’t for the horrifying people inside. They walked by the Ferris 
wheel which was spinning extra fast, its riders screaming. 

Something yanked Erec around the middle. He shot backward, stumbling, 
from the pulling around his waist, arms reaching toward Spartacus. “Help!” 

A man with a tall stovepipe hat, like the one who let them into the tent, 
removed his large curved cane handle from around Erec’s midsection and 
winked. At least his eyes weren’t bright red, Erec thought. But he was terrifying 
nonetheless—probably just because he seemed so happy here. The man gestured 
to the Ferris wheel. “Step right up, boy. Are you game to try something new? 
How about a fantabulous ride on our Wheel of Fortune? Nothing like it 
anywhere else, I assure you.” 

For the first time, Erec noticed two huge black arrows, one long and one 
shorter, built into the side of the Ferris wheel. They both were hinged at the 
center and spun at the same time the wheel did, but the small one went in the 
opposite direction of the large one. It gave the appearance of a crazy clock with 
its hour and minute hands whirling the wrong ways. 

As the ride slowed, the arrows did as well. Soon they all stopped. Lights 
turned on, blinking along the edges of the long arrow. It pointed at one of the 
cars with passengers in it that had been whizzing around a moment ago, and that 
car lit up as well. The two people—a man and a woman, if you could call them 
that—inside of the car looked excited, and began jumping up and down, rocking 
the small car precipitously. 

The smaller arrow had stopped as well, and now it was pointing to some 
words printed along the side of the ride. A stream of red lights turned on along 


the smaller arrow, and then the words lit up as well. 

BURN. 

Erec was fascinated. There had to be some meaning to this, he was sure. The 
people in the small car looked excited. Would they get something as a prize? 

But, instead of a prize, streams of flame shot out of the seats that the figures 
sat in. Erec could see them well—they were not high up—and they were soon 
engulfed in fire. There was a smell of burning flesh. Amazingly, the two people 
in the basket continued to cheer and dance around, although Erec wondered if 
they were actually struggling to escape. 

All of the glowing-eyed undead figures in the other basket cars watched them 
with interest. Soon the flames petered out, and the two riders were nothing but 
charred skeletons with glowing red orbs in their eye sockets. It became clear that 
they were still alive—or at least not dead. The skeletons stood in their seats, 
cheering, arms above their heads. 

It occurred to Erec that they should be afraid of falling out of the ride from 
their antics. At the same time he realized that falling couldn’t possibly hurt 
someone who happily lives through being burned alive. It was such a horrific 
spectacle that Erec was stunned. He could not remove his eyes from the victims 
—or winners. 

He wondered what other fates lay in store for the riders. There were eight 
segments on the side of the wheel for the short arrow to point to. They read: 

BURN. 

SHRED. 

ACID. 

GOLD COIN. 

LIFE IMPRISONMENT. 

CHEW. 

CHOP. 

GOLD COIN. 

Gold coins? If this was how he was supposed to risk earning one, then he 
wanted none of it. 

Spartacus looked equally horrified. “Chew? I can only imagine what that 
means, with these starving undead all over the place.” 

Erec shuddered. 

The man with the tall hat patted him on the shoulder, making him jump. 
“Ready to take a chance at the wheel? We have wonderful prizes, as you can see. 
Maybe you’ll even win a gold coin! Think of all that you could do with a gold 
coin.” He smiled leeringly, and Erec could see that his teeth were just as sharp 


and pointed as the undead, even though his eyes were not glowing red. Erec 
backed away. 

Spartacus said, “He’s no better than the rest of them. He just has coverings 
over his eyes.” 

The thought made Erec shake with fear. One of those . . . things had spoken to 
him? He had to get away fast... . But, then again, where else was there to go? 
Would he have to spend the rest of his life in the miserable Underworld because 
he was too afraid to try to earn a gold coin here? Or would he end up dead, burnt 
to a crisp? There was no good answer. 

Something moved next to his ear, and a whisper filled his head. “Don’t be 
afraid. We just want to help you.” 

Erec jumped. It was the man with the tall hat. How had he gotten so close 
without Erec noticing? 

Ward seemed not to mind the man at all. “Do you have some food I can eat?” 
he asked. 

“No,” Erec whispered harshly, pulling Ward away. 

But the man followed them, offers of French fry baskets and plump donuts in 
his hands. “Please, help yourself. Just one gold coin apiece.” 

Ward began to reach, and Erec snatched his hands away. Even though the 
food looked and smelled far better than normal, it terrified Erec. “Come on. Let’s 
see what else is here.” 

Booths with carnival games lined the sides of the tent, and the undead flocked 
to them, spinning wheels and tossing hoops over bottles. Rows of Kewpie dolls 
hung from strings along the tops of the booths, as well as odd things such as 
eyeballs and ears, floating in jars of liquid. A winner of a ball toss pointed at the 
jar of eyes, and the booth worker tossed one straight into his mouth. The thing 
made a hideous squishing sound as the man crunched into it, almost causing 
Erec to throw up. 

Another hatted man waved them toward a smaller tent. “Come inside, and see 
the one and only Freak Show of the Bizarre. Be dazzled by our snake woman, 
her body is made entirely out of snakes. Watch her eat the mouse man alive! 
Only one gold coin, and you will be treated to delights seen nowhere else in the 
world... .” 

A carnival barker seemed to be shouting just to them. “Step right this way. 
Age-guessing here. Let me try and guess your age correctly, and if I fail you win 
a gold coin. Right this way.” He wore the same tall stovepipe hat that the others 
did, and had a long, thin face. 

Did everyone know exactly why Erec was here? It seemed like they all 
taunted him with exactly what he needed—a gold coin to get back across the 


River Styx and home again. Maybe this was where everyone was sent who 
couldn’t pay the toll. Why else would someone come to this awful place? 

At least the age-guessing stand didn’t seem to have as dire consequences as 
the Wheel of Fortune Ferris wheel. He walked slowly to the barker and eyed the 
empty stand covered with red velvet in front of him. Before stepping on it, he 
asked, “How does this work?” 

“Such a cautious child.” The barker chuckled. “It’s a simple game. I guess 
your age, and you win... or not. That’s all.” 

“And if you guess my age wrong I get a gold coin?” 

“Exactly.” 

Erec had his doubts. If the man was able to tell what he wanted, he probably 
could guess his age without a problem. “And if you get my age right?” 

“Oh, you know, just quid pro quo. I get the return of the favor. That type of 
thing.” 

“What favor? What happens?” 

The man cleared his throat. “We get to keep you, that’s all. You become one 
of us. Nothing to worry about at all, my boy. You win either way.” His thin lips 
curled into a smile, showing his long, sharp teeth. 

Erec stepped back. “One of you? No thanks.” He grabbed Ward’s arm and 
walked away, Spartacus at his side. “I bet there is no way here to really win a 
gold coin. What are we going to do?” If only he hadn’t wasted both coins the 
first time across the river. He felt like an idiot. 

“T don’t see any way out of this,” Spartacus said. “I can’t get you and Ward 
across the River Styx. And there is no other way back home again without a 
coin.” He scanned the booths. “A lot of these signs offer gold coins to winners, 
but losing would be horrible. Look at that.” Spartacus pointed to a sign at an 
apple-bobbing booth listing body parts that would be given up for failed 
attempts: LIVER, KIDNEYS, PANCREAS, SPLEEN, HEART, BRAIN. 

“That’s awful.” Erec pulled Ward away. “These things are just waiting to 
devour us.” 

Ward looked around innocently, like a child. “Can we play some games?” 
Erec saw a tray of food coming closer to Ward’s dangling hand. He whisked 
Ward away from the dangerous temptation. 

“No. These games are bad.” 

“What about that one?” Ward pointed to a small stand where a short, dark- 
haired woman stood, her hair in a ponytail. One of her eye coverings had 
slipped, revealing glowing red around its edge. 

At first it looked like she was running a ring toss, but when Erec got closer he 
saw that instead of throwing rings, the players had to fling long bones into the 


eye sockets of three rows of skulls that were nailed onto a board in order to win. 

“I can help you,” Spartacus said. “You throw and I’ll make sure it goes the 
right way.” 

That sounded like a good idea. Erec read the sign. 

BONE TOSS 

TOSS THREE BONES INTO THE EYEHOLES AND WIN A GOLD COIN! 

TOSS TWO BONES INTO THE EYEHOLES AND LOSE A GOLD COIN. 

TOSS ONE BONE INTO THE EYEHOLES AND LOSE YOUR LIFE. 

TOSS NO BONES INTO THE EYEHOLES AND BECOME A PERMANENT RESIDENT! 


Even with Spartacus helping him, Erec was terrified of losing. Becoming a 
permanent resident likely meant being gobbled up by these zombie creatures and 
becoming one of them forever. But there was no other choice he could see. 

He walked up to the creature in the booth. “PI give it a try.” 

She smiled, baring rows of sharp teeth, and handed Erec three smooth white 
bones. They were each about the size of one of his arm bones, he thought. Were 
they originally from people who came here and had turned into zombies? 

The undead woman gestured toward the skulls, and stepped back, a look of 
contentment on her face. All of a sudden, everything around them had stopped. 
People who had been walking and talking, others who were playing games at 
booths—all paused and turned to stare at Erec. 

He nodded, trying to keep an eye on Ward at the same time. Even if this game 
was not rigged, it would have been impossible to win. The bones would have to 
be thrown at exactly the right angle to make it into the eye sockets, and even 
then they would bounce out when they hit a piece of bone that split the eye 
socket in two. 

But Erec had help, so he crossed his fingers and picked up one of the bones. 
He lifted it overhead, and aimed, and then threw. .. . 

As the long bone left Erec’s fingers, he could feel it swerve in the wrong 
direction. One miss would lower him one gold coin—a loss he could not afford, 
as they were nearly impossible to get. More misses would be a disaster. 

Spartacus, with ghostly-quick reflexes, grabbed the bone as it sailed by. He 
yanked it in the air as it flew—but it wasn’t easy for him. He managed to tug 
hard, wedging the bone deep into the eye socket of one of the skulls. A rickety 
sign behind the woman in the booth lit up with one blinking red light bulb 
showing one successful hit. 

“Phew.” He wiped his brow. “That thing was programmed to miss by a long 
shot.” 

Eyebrows went up all over the carnival. More undead gathered with interest. 
Some licked their lips with long, pointed tongues. Erec was sure they thought he 
was bound to lose and become their dinner. 


He rubbed his hands together, and picked up another long bone. “Let’s do 
this.” He raised it behind his head and threw it, worried less about precision this 
time. 

Spartacus grabbed it and plowed the thing through the air. It was even harder 
now to steer, but he pulled while propelling it forward and managed to thrust it 
into another eye socket. With a buzz, the second blinking red light flashed on in 
the sign. 

Nobody cheered. Instead, the crowd pressed in, silent and drooling. Ward 
watched with quiet interest. 

“Here goes nothing.” Erec picked up the third bone. This time it yanked 
unexpectedly from his hand, and soared out of the booth. Spartacus almost lost 
it, and had to make it curve through the air toward its target. He groaned from 
the effort, and Erec worried he might not make it. But, just as it neared the edge 
of the table, Spartacus gave a final yank and jammed it into one of the skulls’ 
eyeholes. 

The third light blinked on the sign. A strange noise filled the air, and it took a 
moment before Erec recognized it as a mass, communal growl. The creatures 
around them were not happy, as they might be losing a meal. 

Erec wondered if they were going to accuse him of cheating. It seemed 
obvious from its curved path that the bone had not flown from a simple toss. But 
then again, they were cheating even more, pulling it in the wrong direction. 
Playing by the rules had nothing to do with the game here. 

But he had won. He put out his hand, about to ask for the gold coin— 


“Look at that. It changed.” Spartacus pointed to the sign. 

BONE TOSS 

TOSS FOUR BONES INTO THE EYEHOLES AND WIN A GOLD COIN! 

TOSS THREE BONES INTO THE EYEHOLES: LOSE YOUR LIFE AND BECOME A 
PERMANENT RESIDENT. 

TOSS TWO BONES INTO THE EYEHOLES: LOSE YOUR LIFE AND BECOME A PERMANENT 
RESIDENT. 

TOSS ONE BONE INTO THE EYEHOLES: LOSE YOUR LIFE AND BECOME A PERMANENT 
RESIDENT. 

TOSS NO BONES INTO THE EYEHOLES: LOSE YOUR LIFE AND BECOME A PERMANENT 
RESIDENT! 


Aman in a tall stovepipe hat held another bone out to Erec. 

“T won,” Erec protested. “Where’s my gold coin?” 

The man pointed to the sign. “See? It says that you have to throw four in to 
win.” 

“But the sign changed! What if it changes again?” 

The man smiled craftily and set a gold coin on the counter of the booth. 


“There it is, boy. All yours if you can make this last throw. Go on, take the 





bone.” 

Erec eyed the coin, and then the sign again. With Spartacus helping again, 
maybe he’d finally get what he needed. He wrapped his fingers around the bone, 
but as soon as he touched it, it yanked backward. 

Spartacus was in front of him, in the wrong direction to catch the thing. Erec, 
terrified of losing and being devoured, gripped hard, and held on tight. There 
was no way that he could throw it. The bone catapulted him backward, and he 
sailed over the crowd, holding on to it like a hang glider. 

Red eyes followed him as he flew in the opposite direction of his target. It 
would be impossible for Spartacus to steer him now that he was this far away 
and moving so fast. It was hard enough before when they were much closer. He 
should never have tried this. Now it was too late. 

Something sailed by him, even faster than he was going. It was Spartacus, 
and he was holding something. . . . The spirit soared in front of Erec, and in mid- 
air held the thing in front of the bone. 

It was a skull. Spartacus jammed it hard onto the bone in Erec’s hand. 

At that instant, a moment before they would have smashed against the wall of 
the tent, the skull with the bone in it dropped to the ground. Erec fell with it. 
Hordes of red-eyed creatures crowded in, looming over him, teeth bared. 

“Time to go!” Spartacus called. He pulled Erec by the hand up and over the 
crowd. 

“But we need the coin!” 

“T got it!” Spartacus had Ward wrapped in his other arm. “Let’s get out of 
here!” 

The angry fiends let out a mass shriek of despair and rose off the ground in 
flight after him. In unison, they dove at him and Ward, grabbing and biting. It 
felt like a pack of hawks attacking from all sides. 

“I don’t like this,” Ward murmured. “Ow . . . Pm bleeding.” 

Erec didn’t like it either. He began to feel faint, and worried that he was going 
to pass out. Was he being eaten already? There were nips on his legs. .. . 

But then a familiar voice entered his head, and it was one that he was never 
happier to hear. 


Rise and spin. 


It was not what Erec expected to hear from a cloudy thought. But he would 
not have questioned it even if he could resist its command. He broke away from 
Spartacus with new ease, his dragon power making him bigger and stronger. 


Wings sprouted from his back and he flew upward, then spun. . . . 
Grab the Substance. Hold it tight and spin faster. Make a Substance Web. 


Erec did as he was told. When he had been a spirit, he had been able to hold 
on to the Substance with every bit of his being, and tie all of it together into a 
tight web. But even as a human, Erec found that he could grip some of it. Not 
with his hands, or every bit of him as he had before. It was more with his mind, 
his concentration. 

Was this what Baskania was like with the Substance? Able to move it at will? 
As Erec pulled, yanking and twisting it into knots, he could feel its resistance. 


Speak to it. 


Of course. That made complete sense. He was making the Substance do 
something against its will. The least he could do, as he had done before, was to 
ask its permission. 

Substance, he thought, I need your help. I have to spin you into a web so that 
I can get out of here alive. I think it’s the only way Ward and I will make it back. 
I’m sorry that I have to do this. 

It was as if the Substance heard him and agreed, for in a moment it was 
helping him. If before he had been able to pull and twist it into tangles, now it 
was grasping him and forming itself into a full web. With his dragon eyes out, 
Erec could see the thick ropes of it knit together, surrounding the zombielike 
creatures in the tent. 

The only problem was that the creatures did not seem held back by the 
Substance Web at all. They had been batted away by Erec’s tough, scaled arms 
and legs as he spun, but otherwise they flew freely. Erec could not see Spartacus 
or Ward, and called out for them... . 

Spartacus shouted back, “We’re okay. It’s not easy, but I’m keeping Ward 
away from these guys so far. Where did you go?” 

Erec flew toward the voice. 


Dive and spin. 
He did as commanded, whirling and throwing off attackers in mid-air. They 


were all teeth and glowing eyes, the rest of them became a blur... . 
Spartacus was in front of him now, holding Ward in his arms like a rag doll. 


He was full of cuts and gashes, but he was breathing. The moment that Spartacus 
and Erec saw each other, they soared together toward the door of the tent. 

Once they reached the opening, the Substance Web took effect. It contracted, 
pulling back. The bodies of the creatures were not held by it, in fact many still 
ran or flew after Erec and Ward. But, with his dragon eyes, Erec could see that 
the lights in the insides of the creatures were whisked right out of them. The red 
in their eyes disappeared as the living parts of their beings were yanked away 
from their bodies. 

Some of the figures dropped, some ran on, confused, until they hit a wall. 
Others fell upon one another, attacking. 

Spartacus glanced back at them, mystified, then he smiled. “I never would 
have thought of a Substance Web. Good idea.” 

“T was just following directions. Hopefully now we can get out of here!” 


CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE 
One Gold Coin 





[r wasn’t Lonc before the three were back at the shores of the River Styx. Erec 


was relieved. Finally he would get out of here! This place was horrid. He still 
had the Master Shem and Tarvos’s power source in their horns in his pockets, 
and he was finally starting to feel victorious. 

The boatman approached, a dark figure on the waters. When the raft slid 
ashore, he winked at Erec from under his frayed canvas hood. “Welcome to the 
Underworld.” 

Couldn’t the crazy loon find a better thing to say? They had already been here 
awhile. The guy needed to develop a vocabulary, Erec thought. 

“We need a ride across the river,” Erec said. “We have a gold coin now.” 

The boatman nodded. Erec stepped aboard the raft. Spartacus lifted the still 
drooping Ward on board and set him in the one chair strapped onto the wooden 
logs. Erec sat at the base of the chair. He would have to be careful not to let the 
waters that lapped onto the raft get on him. 

But the boatman held a hand up in the air. “Only one may ride.” 

Erec’s eyes met Spartacus’s. What was he hearing? This could not be 
happening. The boatman had made it sound like they needed only one coin to get 
back. There was no way they would ever escape if they needed another one. 

“No, really. It’s okay. I don’t need a chair. We only have one gold coin, so 
we’ ll just share the ride.” 


The boatman did not move. Erec thought, in fact, he looked gleeful under his 
thick, scruffy beard. “Only one may ride.” 

“Well, what should we do, then?” Erec began to feel angry. “I overpaid you 
once. We went out and got a third coin, just to pay you again. There is no way 
that we can get another one. Can’t you give us a break?” 

The boatman didn’t answer, just stood still. It was obvious that nothing was 
going to make him move with two people on his boat. 

Spartacus grabbed the boatman’s stick and gave it a push into the mud. Erec 
filled with excitement, thinking they were finally saved . . . but no matter what 
the ghost tried, the raft would not budge. What were they supposed to do? Leave 
Ward here, clueless and unaware, to wander in the Underworld until he died of 
thirst, or something worse? Maybe they could just leave him here a short while, 
then come back with more coins—enough to safely get both of them out. 

“That sounds good,” Spartacus said. “But look.” He pointed, and in the 
distance three shadowy night panthers approached, fangs bared. “I could stay 
with Ward to protect him, but if you go, there is no way you’ll ever find your 
way back alone.” 

“So what do we do?” Erec was pacing now, keeping an eye on the night 
panthers. “Maybe leave me here with them and you can take Ward back. At least 
I might turn into a dragon and defend myself.” 

The idea of being left alone in the Underworld sounded awful. But it seemed 
like the only possibility. 

“Bad idea.” Spartacus shook his head. “You’re not invincible. And who 
knows how long it will take us to get back, or if something will happen to us? 
What if I’m called by Baskania and have to serve in his army? I won’t be able to 
resist that—you remember that pill? You’d be stuck here forever.” 

Erec shuddered. He knew Spartacus was right. It seemed hopeless. He 
climbed off of the raft and left Ward alone there, but Spartacus did not drop the 
coin into the mouth of the waiting corpse on the boat. 

What if... ? A thought occurred to Erec. If he morphed into a spider, maybe 
the boatman would not notice he was onboard. He caught Spartacus’s eye and 
held a finger up to get his attention. He pictured himself as a spider, and then he 
thought the word. 

Nee-way. 

The world around Erec grew upward at incredible speed, as he shrank to 
miniscule size. There were his eight jointed, armored legs, as he remembered 
them. In a moment he remembered how to use them, and started the long crawl 
toward the raft. Now that he was small, it would take forever for him to get 
there. 


But Spartacus was watching. He picked Erec up and set him on Ward’s shoe. 
The boatman did not seem to notice. 

“Okay, then?” Spartacus said. “Can I pay you now?” 

The boatman nodded. Erec was glad that the boatman was able to hear 
Spartacus. Maybe it was because he was the gatekeeper of the Underworld—he 
had to sense everything there. Spartacus dropped a coin into the open mouth of a 
shaggy male corpse on the raft. It smiled and slid into the dark waters. 

But the boatman did not move. 

“Go on, then.” Spartacus gestured out toward the water. “Take him across.” 

“Only one person.” 

Erec’s heart sank. Even though he was this tiny, the boatman still would not 
bring him across with Ward? At least Spartacus had made it over the river as a 
spirit. ... 

And then another thought occurred to him. 

Nee-way. 

Erec imagined himself as a soul. In a moment, he felt himself evaporate. 

He had forgotten how lonely it felt to be a soul, alone and apart from its spirit 
and body. It was a horrible feeling. But if Spartacus was able to cross the river as 
a spirit, Erec might be able to cross as a soul. Either by himself, or together with 
Spartacus. 

The urge to join him was overwhelming. Erec flew straight into Spartacus’s 
empty soul. It was hard to communicate—he could not speak at all—but 
Spartacus knew that he was there. In seconds they were passing through the 
compressed atmosphere above the river, breaking up into little particles, yet 
crossing all together. Underneath them, the boatman pushed Ward across the 
water. 

On the other side, Erec and Spartacus waited for Ward to arrive. Erec waited a 
while to become human again, hoping he was helping Spartacus feel more 
normal again. Then he stepped outside of Spartacus and thought, Nee-way. 

Human again, he pulled Ward off of the raft. They were all safe now, and on 
their way home. 


Erec felt in his pockets for the two bull horns. He was glad they—and his 
clothing—survived the trip. Apparently, inanimate objects passed through that 
tight atmosphere much more easily than living things. The Master Shem was still 
resting inside of one horn—Erec would always recognize it. The tiny scroll was 
made of ancient-looking parchment, and it was the size of one of his fingers. So 
small, but so powerful. 


In the other horn was a small, soft ball. It was warm and a little mushy. Erec 
was careful not to accidentally poke a finger through it. When he looked 
carefully, it moved just a little bit, looking alive, like a little brain. This was 
Tarvos’s power source, given to him by the sorcerer ages ago. Without it, he was 
just an extra-large bull. 

Spartacus dropped Ward off at his old ranch, to be watched by Erec’s old 
friends, Kyron and Artie, who were living there. Then he flew with Erec to 
Rosco’s apartment. Rosco was pacing, his face pulled tight, fists stuffed into his 
pockets. When he saw Erec, he looked stunned for a moment. Then he pulled 
him into the kitchen and spoke quietly. “Do you know how worried I’ve been?” 

“Pm sorry.” Erec felt awful. “I know. I just didn’t want to risk your life.” He 
grabbed a glass of water and sat down. 

“T got all the way to the cave that led to the Underworld. But I couldn’t find 
my way through. It was pitch black, and my MagicLight wouldn’t even work in 
there. I was so scared you might need me that I tried to find my way by feel, and 
then I fell down a huge pit. If I couldn’t fly, I’d still be there.” He put his hand 
on his stomach. “I had to give up. But I felt like I was abandoning you. And I 
have to say, I’m really angry. You could have been killed!” 

“Rosco, that’s awful. I’m glad you’re okay. But I’m fine. If you came with 
me, we would never have gotten out... .” 

Rosco collapsed into a chair, and put a hand up. “Hey, it’s over. I’m going to 
try to put this out of my head now. Never again, okay?” He covered his eyes 
with his hand. 

Erec did not answer, not able to promise that he would take Rosco 
everywhere. In fact, there was no way that Rosco would be able to go see the 
Furies, which was what he had to do next. 

Rosco peeked between his fingers. “So . . . what happened?” 

“I got both of Tarvos’s horns! Also the Master Shem, and Tarvos’s power 
source.” As he said it, Erec began to gleam. He had done it! It had been so hard 
getting home again, and so exhausting, that he had not really enjoyed his victory. 

Rosco’s eyes widened. “You are kidding. . .. Are you serious? You actually 
disarmed Tarvos the Great? What are you, some kind of superhero?” 

“Nope. Just lucky. Spartacus did most of the work.” Erec told Rosco about 
making Ward drink the water from the River Lethe. “So he’s kind of like a 
newborn now. He’s at Spartacus’s ranch. I guess we’ll leave him there for now. 
He’ll be okay.” 

Rosco frowned. “I don’t know. But something bothers me about this—” 

Before he could finish his sentence, Rosco took a deep breath and howled, 
chin up to the ceiling. It was so loud that Erec had to step back. 


“We have to go.” Rosco stood. “The Shadow Prince wants me to bring you to 
him right away. Let’s take the Port-O-Door.” 

Erec was glad that Baskania had not tried making Erec come by commanding 
him personally. Hopefully he had given that up. Even though the pill that put 
Erec under Baskania’s control didn’t fully work, it was not pleasant to resist. 

Rosco led Erec to the Port-O-Door, and Spartacus followed. They walked out 
into the Inner Sanctum of the Green House in Alypium. Passing a series of 
rooms, they came to a large office filled with hundreds of candles, Baskania at 
his huge carved wood desk. King Pluto stood at his side, and President 
Washington Inkle trembled in fear next to them. 

Rosco bowed low, and then rose stiffly. “Master.” 

Erec could not read Baskania’s face any more than Baskania could read his 
mind. The two stared at each other for a few minutes, wondering. Had King 
Pluto seen Erec in Tarvos’s cave? Erec thought he had been so careful. He had 
waited until Pluto was gone before he had spoken to the bull. The only person 
who had seen him was Ward. . . . 

Baskania rose, a huge smile on his face. “Erec! I am delighted to see you 
again. I have become more and more impressed with your talents. Look at you— 
a trip to the Underworld and you’ ve arrived back with no problems at all.” 

Erec froze inside, but he tried not to show it. How did Baskania know? Rosco 
may have been uneasy, but he looked completely calm. Spartacus, on the other 
hand, paced back and forth across the room. Erec wished he would stop. Even 
though nobody else could see him, it was making Erec nervous. 

Baskania strode forward and patted Erec on the head. “It’s so nice that you 
are alive and in one piece again. You have proven useful to me constantly, 
helping me with one thing after the next. What a good boy you are.” 

The Shadow Prince’s words worried Erec, but Erec had no idea what he was 
getting at. He stayed quiet and waited. 

Baskania began to count things off with his fingers. “First, you gave me the 
scepter. Granted it’s gone again, but soon you will return it to me safely. Next, 
you offered me both of your dragon eyes. A nice touch—and thank you. I do 
look forward to using them. Then you offered yourself as a blind follower. But 
when I made you my servant, and allowed you to keep your sight, what did I 
get?” He paused dramatically. “Loyalty? Servitude?” 

Erec could feel his heart pounding. He had no idea what Baskania knew, other 
than that he had been in the Underworld, but it didn’t sound good. 

“Oh, no. Erec Rex, you’ve offered me something far better than that!” He 
laughed, and snapped his fingers. Connor Flannigan appeared, bound in black 
rope from shoulder to toe. “You gave me your old memory. The one that you 


were missing.” 

Erec’s stomach dropped to his feet. How did that happen? Erec had the 
memory back himself—Connor didn’t own it anymore. 

Connor looked stunned, eyes darting around the room in fear. “I gave my 
memory back to the Memory Mogul,” he said. “It’s too late. I don’t have it 
anymore.” 

“Oh, but you do.” Baskania gloated. “One never really gets rid of a memory, 
true?” 

That left Erec thinking. What was Baskania talking about? He was sure 
Connor had given back his memory, just like Erec had removed the memory that 
used to give him nightmares once. 

And then Baskania said something that made Erec’s breath stop. “But the 
most exciting thing that you have given me so far is Bethany Cleary’s younger 
brother. You know, the one who will be able to teach me the secret of the Final 
Magic. You, Erec Rex, have put him right into my hands.” He tilted his head 
back and cackled with glee. 

Erec could not believe his ears. This was a sick joke. Was Baskania making it 
up to upset him? Was this his way of confusing Erec, so that he could learn 
something from him? He looked around for Bethany’s brother. Was he here 
somewhere? 

Baskania chortled. “Are you trying to see if I’m hiding the boy here now? Not 
yet. But I have all that I need now to find him.” He patted Connor’s white hair. 

Everybody in the room was trying to absorb what Baskania was saying, but it 
seemed like only he knew. He paced the room, wringing his hands, a big smile 
on his face. At one point, he walked straight through Spartacus, who was also 
pacing. That made Erec nearly jump out of his skin, but Baskania did not notice 
the ghost at all. 

Finally he stopped in front of Erec. “I’m sure that you want to know more, 
and it will be my great pleasure to tell you. First, as you suspect, I know 
everything that happened in the cave with Tarvos, after Pluto left. Which means 
that I know that on top of all of the other amazing gifts that you have given to 
me, you also have a Master Shem, and Tarvos’s magical power source for me as 
well.” He held out a hand. “Thank you for those, my boy, and for everything 
else.” 

Erec froze, unsure what to do. He had no doubt that if he resisted, Baskania 
would overpower him and take both of them easily. But, then again, he couldn’t 
give Baskania the key to the Golem army! He was planning to lay siege to 
Otherness and Upper Earth. There had to be a way to stop this. 

Spartacus had an idea. “What if you start to give those things to him, and PI 


grab them and fly out the window. I’ll hide them somewhere.” 

That sounded like a great plan—and the only way to solve all of the problems 
at once. Relieved, Erec fished in his pockets and pulled the Master Shem from 
one of the horns. He held it out toward Baskania in his open palm. 

Spartacus swept down and scooped it up. To the rest of the room it must have 
looked like the object came to life on its own, flying suddenly toward the 
window. .. . 

And then it stopped, mid-flight. After hanging in the air for a second, the 
Master Shem was whisked out of Spartacus’s hands and straight into Baskania’s. 

It took a moment for Spartacus to notice what had happened. He tried again to 
take it from the Shadow Prince, but this time only got it an inch away before it 
returned again. 

“Very good, Erec.” Baskania nodded. “I remain more and more impressed 
with your mind, if not your magical skills. But don’t worry, your abilities will 
improve with time and my teaching, even though they will never match mine.” 
He examined the object that he held intensely. “You were right to get this, Erec. 
This will be much better held by me directly, not by that stupid beast. I shall 
keep it with my other treasures.” He stuffed the item into his pocket. 

If Baskania knew exactly what had happened in the Underworld, then he 
knew that Erec did not take the Master Shem just to give it to him. What kind of 
game was he playing here? 

Baskania dusted his hands together. “As I was saying, I was privy to the 
happenings inside of Tarvos’s cave. And I am completely impressed, my boy. 
You went there on your own to obtain all that vast power. And you succeeded! I 
watched you use magic in that cave that I did not know you possessed.” He 
pursed his lips in thought. “You didn’t tell me, your master, that you were going 
to steal those things. In fact, you could well have ruined my plans for your own 
gain. 

“But then there was more! I learned that you had been to the Memory Mogul, 
and found your old, lost memory again. How clever of you. And how handy for 
me. But what I truly admire is the way that you operated on your own. No regard 
for me.” Baskania pointed to himself. “Only for what was good for you.” 

Regardless of the fact that Baskania sounded pleased, Erec was sure that he 
must be infuriated. He had caught Erec red-handed trying to ruin his plans. How 
could he be happy about that? 

Baskania sat on the edge of his desk with a sigh. “It has been so long since I 
have found a follower with true bravery and spunk.” He gestured to Rosco. “My 
advisor here had that at some point, for sure, which is why I’ve ended up 
respecting and trusting him so.” 


Rosco returned a smile to the Shadow Prince. 

“But you are something else altogether. You do not cower before me. You are 
not afraid to further yourself at my expense. No worries—” Baskania held a 
hand up. “I am not at risk of you actually ruining any plan of mine. I am more 
than capable of keeping you under check. In fact, this has been a delight.” He 
bounced the Master Shem in his palm. 

Erec was amazed. It seemed that Baskania was serious—he was happy that 
Erec had broken into Tarvos’s cave and stolen the Master Shem. He truly was 
that impressed by it.... 

Baskania looked at Erec with respect. “And see what you’ve given me. I now 
am holding the Master Shem, which gives me personal command over the 
massive army of Golems that Tarvos created. And Pll be able to do wonders 
with his power source. And you—I now have someone to actually teach. No 
offense, Rosco—you still are close to my heart. But what spunk!” 

Erec, oddly, was feeling slightly proud of himself. It wasn’t often that people 
patted him on the back for anything he had done. And it was true—he had been 
pretty brave. Erec was doing it to help others, though—Baskania was wrong 
about him just wanting power. But it felt nice to get complimented for once. 
Usually people just complained when he messed up... . 

“Like I said, so many gifts at once. The scepter, your dragon eyes, Tarvos’s 
magic, and now your old memory.” He smiled. “Which gives me Bethany’s 
brother. Perfect!” 


CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR 
Reliving Old Times 





Erec cLosep nis EYES, completely losing what Baskania was saying—even 


though his words made Erec boil. Erec had given Bethany’s brother to 
Baskania? It was bad enough that he had handed him his dragon eyes, the 
Master Shem, and everything else. 

He took a deep breath, trying to calm down. At least Baskania wasn’t blowing 
him into pieces. He had to ask questions. How would Baskania know what 
happened in that cave? The only other person there was Ward, and Spartacus 
made sure that he forgot everything. “Was there a hidden camera in the cave?” 

Baskania laughed so hard that he bent over. “You could say that.” 

And then it all made sense to Erec. He had completely forgotten. Ward! Ward 
Gamin had given Baskania one of his eyes, so the Shadow Prince was able to see 
through his other eye at any time. In fact, that was the whole reason that Ward 
was left there—to keep watch on Tarvos for him. Maybe there was even an alert 
for Baskania, somehow, to look through Ward’s eye when he sensed that 
something was going on. That must have been it. 

Spartacus figured it out at the same time. He stomped around the room 


shouting names at Baskania. He was so loud to Erec that he was terrified that 
everyone else would hear, even though they showed no signs of it. 

It was bad enough that Erec had lost the Master Shem to Baskania. But there 
was more that he needed to know. “If you heard that Connor had my old 
memory, and I got it back from the Memory Mogul . . . then why is he here?” 

Baskania patted Erec on the shoulder. “Because I like you, Erec. I really do. I 
never thought that I would say those words. But you have become a sheer 
pleasure now that I have gotten to know you. It helps that you finally came to 
your senses—even if it took a little help from the Furies—and decided to 
become my pupil. But that is not answering your question, now, is it? 

“Yes, I learned that you found your old memory, and that Connor Flannigan 
here was its holder. He used it for years, had it removed, and now you have it. 
So, if I did not care for you so much, I would simply use your brain to explore 
your missing memory and find out what I need to know. But rather than strap 
you down and take days, or longer, fishing things out of your mind—” He 
gestured to Connor. “Pll simply do it to him. He has all of the same memories 
inside of him still.” 

Connor let out a gasp of protest. 

Erec did not understand. Not that he wanted to have his brain probed through, 
but .. . “I thought once a memory was taken out, it was gone. I had a memory 
taken by the Nightmare King and now it doesn’t bother me anymore.” 

Baskania tilted his head. “What was the memory? Can you tell me?” 

The memory was nothing really important, nothing Baskania didn’t already 
know. “It was just someone else’s memory of a bad childhood that I was given 
once. But yeah, I could tell you about it in detail . . . if you want to hear it.” 

Erec realized that he was talking to Baskania like he might a friend. It even 
felt a bit like Baskania was on his side, which he knew was completely wrong. 
This man was his worst enemy. He had tried to kill Erec many times in the past. 
But now that Erec knew him better, he didn’t seem quite so bad. It was almost 
confusing. 

“Tt doesn’t matter what the memory was,” Baskania said. “What is important 
is that you could still repeat it all now. You still remember it. It’s a funny thing 
about memories. If your original memory was removed, it’s gone. That’s that. 
But if you get someone else’s memory, you think about it on your own, it 
becomes your memory as well as theirs. So when the other person’s memory is 
removed, your own memories of that memory stay . . . if that makes sense.” 

It made perfect sense. Connor’s memory was removed, but he had lived with 
it every day for so many years that it was part of his own memory as well. He 
could repeat every bit of it. “I still don’t understand. Why do you want my old 


memory?” 

Baskania winked at him. “Dear boy. I admit, I already know most of what 
happened in your early days. Either I had tabs on it, or I orchestrated it. But there 
is one thing—or one person—who has evaded me. The prophecy said that the 
secret of the Final Magic is hidden in the mind of the smallest child of the 
greatest seer of the first king of Alypium. At first we thought that was your 
friend, Bethany... .” 

Anger filled Erec as he remembered the torture that Bethany had been put 
through by this man. He felt like a traitor for even speaking to him. But then 
again, he was ordered by the Fates to serve Baskania. It was all so strange, he 
did not know what to think. He tried to focus on what Baskania was saying, not 
how it made him feel. “So, you wanted my old memory because of the 
prophecy?” 

“Exactly!” Baskania shouted. “Now that we know that Bethany had a 
younger brother, all I have to do is look in your old memory from that time and 
I'll be able to find out all about him.” 

It was true. “I knew Bethany when I was young—she lived in the castle. So 
maybe I knew her younger brother. . . .” 

“And now I will know as well. Thank you, yet again, Erec.” 

Erec’s heart sank. He had made one awful mistake after the next. He wanted 
to kick himself for being such an idiot. 

Unless . . . could there be a way for him to head things off before Baskania 
found Bethany’s brother? It would take Baskania at least a few days to sort 
through Connor’s memory—it had taken weeks to pore through all of Bethany’s 
when she was captive. Maybe Erec could figure it out first. He would find 
Bethany’s brother and save him. 

He could not wait to get out of here, go home and sift through his old 
memories. But he had to keep up a good front with Baskania. “I’m glad it all 
worked out. And I’m sorry that I did those things without asking you.” 

“Don’t be sorry. I would have said no, of course. And then where would we 
be?” Baskania ruffled Erec’s hair. “Forget sorry, boy. And forget asking. If you 
have to ask, you’re no better than the rest of them.” He gestured to President 
Inkle, who shuddered. 

Erec resisted feeling good. Why was it that Baskania sounded so much nicer 
now—more human? “Let me know what you find out, then, okay?” 

Baskania made a motion as if he was tipping a hat to Erec. “Of course. And 
thank you again for the many gifts today.” He nodded curtly at Rosco, who 
walked over to Erec. 

“Time to go, kid.” Rosco kept up a tough front, but Erec could see that he was 


flustered. Rosco ushered him back through the Port-O-Door and into his 
apartment. “We need to talk.” 

Spartacus appeared, and he was irate. “How could we have forgotten that 
Baskania was looking right through Ward Gamin’s eye? I can’t believe he knew 
everything! I tried so hard to pull the Master Shem out of his hands. But he was 
much stronger than those zombie things in the Underworld were. I can’t believe 
the power he has... . more than a spirit even!” 

Rosco, who hadn’t heard a word of what Spartacus said, looked angry. “You 
are so lucky. Do you realize how that could have gone? I was sure you would be 
dead, imprisoned, blinded, had the life sucked out of you .. . but not 
complimented! If people disobey him he doesn’t take it lightly. The Shadow 
Prince really likes you. I don’t get it.” 

“Thanks, Rosco. I’m that unlikable?” 

“You know what I mean.” Rosco sank onto his couch, stunned. “All I can say 
is he’s rarely like that. It’s true you’ve given him everything he’s ever wanted, 
and all at once, too. That’s enough to soften anyone up.” He shrugged. 

“And all of those things are going to cause a lot of damage, hurt a lot of 
people.” Erec’s shoulders drooped. 

“T know. If it makes any sense, the Shadow Prince sees what he’s doing as the 
greater good. He doesn’t value individual human lives. Instead he thinks the 
pursuit of knowledge is bettering the world.” 

“The pursuit of knowledge? How about his crazy need for power?” 

“You’re right. He has that, too. But he doesn’t see it that way. The Shadow 
Prince is a student of time and magic, and he’s dedicated his life to reading and 
learning everything there is to know.” Rosco sighed. “He disregards people, and 
does horrible things. Even he knows that power is his main goal, I think now. 
But I bet he doesn’t admit it to himself.” 

Erec felt like he was about to cry. “I’ve messed up again and again. I need to 
make things right, and I don’t even know how. Before I do anything else, I need 
to remember who Bethany’s brother is before Baskania finds out.” 

Rosco nodded. “That’s a great idea. Then we can try to save him before it’s 
too late.” 

“Wish me luck.” 

Erec lay down in a quiet bedroom. Bethany’s brother. He wondered what 
Bethany was like as a little kid. Last year in New York they had thought they 
were meeting for the first time. Both of their early memories had been taken 
away. 

But now his was back. He was excited to remember Bethany when she was 
little. Had they been friends? What if they had hated each other? Erec hoped that 


he didn’t remember anything awful that would make him like her less, like if she 
had punched him in the nose every time she had seen him, and stolen his favorite 
toys. He couldn’t imagine, though, that anything she did then would affect him 
now. 

But what if thinking of her as a very old childhood friend changed the way 
that he felt about her now? He really liked what they had—it was like friendship 
but more than that too. Like having a girlfriend, in a way, but not so serious and 
corny. Would she seem more like a sister after this? 

Erec pushed all of those thoughts out of his head, and instead focused on his 
old memories that were new to him again. He didn’t know if it would be hard to 
remember the right thing, but he thought back to a day when they were little, 
living in the Castle Alypium. Ruth Cleary, Bethany, Pi... 


“Bethy! Bethy! Bethy!” Erec’s sister, Elizabeth, rolled around the nursery floor 
in delight. Her favorite friend was coming to play in the nursery today—one that 
they didn‘ see all the time. 

Erec wasn‘ so excited. “Not her again.” All that girl ever wanted to do was 
play pretend magic games with Princess Pretty Pony. She never wanted to try 
Zoom Zoom Undie-Ball with Erec and Prince Muck-Muck. Stupid girls. Some of 
them could be really fun, but not this one. 

Bethany skipped into the nursery with her mother. She sang, “I’m going to be 
a mommy. I’m going to be a mommy.” 

Her mother, Ruth, patted her on the head. “That’s right, dear. We only have to 
wait five more months and you’ll be a big sister.” 

Bethany plopped on the floor with Elizabeth and picked up some crayons. 
“No, I’ll be a mommy. Princess Pretty Pony will be our sister.” 


That memory was too early. But how strange remembering Bethany as a little 
girl! She had been so cute, with dark curls waving all around her face. Erec 
laughed, relieved that it had not changed his feelings about the current Bethany 
one bit. He tried to think about a later time, after her mother had the baby. Sifting 
through his thoughts, it seemed that that was toward the end of his new memory 
—not long before it had been removed. 

One stray image hit him— 


Someone brought Bethany to play in the nursery, but it was not her mother. In 
fact, she had been taken here a lot of days in a row, it seemed. And she wasn't 
happy about it. 


Whoever was dragging her here—was it a maid?—had to pull her by the arm 
into the room and slam the door shut. “Listen to me, you . . . you little girl. This 
is no way to act. I am in charge of you today and you get to come play here with 
your friends. Now be a big girl and act nice. Okay?” 

Bethany stuck her tongue out at the maid. “I hate you! I don’t want to play 
here. I want to play with Mommy!” She stamped her foot. 

The maid was having none of it. “Mommy is tired now, because of the new 
baby. She was up all night again. Now she needs her sleep today, so you are 
going to stay here.” 

“T want my Mommy!” Even though she wasn’t his best friend, Erec felt bad 
for her. Every day she had come in here crying. 

The maid left, and Bethany broke down bawling, just like she had the other 
mornings. “I hate having a baby! I hate the baby! He’s stupid. All he does is cry 
and sleep, and he takes Mommy away all the time.” 

Erec was glad that he didn’t have a baby. He wanted to help Bethany. “Let’s 
throw the baby away! I hate babies too.” He never knew before that he hated 
them, but looking at Bethany he certainly did now. 

A smile lit on her face. “Yeah! I know where he sleeps! And I know how to get 
back home all by myself.” 

“Can Clio do it with us?” Erec glanced at today’s nursemaid, one of his 
favorites. She was helping his sister pick up her crayons. 

“No! Grown-ups don’t let us touch the baby. They just make us go to our 
rooms and be nice to the baby. We have to throw him away all by ourselves.” 

Erec started running in big circles around the room, excited. He stepped on 
his sister’s crayons by accident as he darted by. Some of them broke, and others 
sprayed across the floor. She began to cry, but Erec only noticed that for a 
moment. He was going on an adventure! 

Bethany caught up to him, running too. “Let’s go!” 

He stopped and bragged, “I snuck out before.” Clio had told him all about it, 
but he didn’t remember. She said that once Erec had left again and again from 
the nursery. She said it was a bad thing, but it sounded exciting. And now he was 
going to do it again with a friend! He put a finger over his chubby little lips. 
“Shh.” 

They tiptoed to the door. Erec turned the knob, just like he saw big people do. 
When it opened, the two ran out. After they were safely down the hallway they 
jumped up and down, screeching. Bethany darted into another hallway, and Erec 
tumbled after her, laughing and kicking the walls. “This is fun!” 

“Whee!” Bethany trotted ahead of him, a big grin on her face. “We’re going 
home!” 


Erec looked around at the unfamiliar rooms they passed by. “Home?” 

“This way!” Bethany jumped as she ran, pointing. “I saw how to go.” 

After a few minutes, Erec was tired and he stopped. Bethany looked like she 
was going to go on without him, but then she turned and walked back to his side. 
“Ts you hurt?” 

“No. I’m tired. I want Clio.” 

Bethany took his hand. “Get Clio later. We’re throwing out my baby. 
Remember?” 

She was so nice that Erec forgot about Clio. “Okay.” He smiled. 

They walked hand-in-hand—or actually Bethany pulled Erec’s hand—until 
she found the door to her family’s apartment in the castle. She opened the door 
and pulled Erec up a flight of stairs and down a hall. “Shhh! Don’t wake up 
Mommy!” 

Erec figured that they would grab the offending baby, wherever it was, throw 
it into a garbage can, and then everyone would be happy. Then someone nice 
would walk him home. And give him a snack. 

But it wasnt so easy. First of all, the baby was in a kind of tall cage. Bars 
were all around its bed, and they reached so high that Erec could not even touch 
the baby, let alone pick it up. And then second of all... 

“What are you two doing in here?” A woman in a maid’s uniform whisked 
Erec high into the air. He and Bethany each dangled from one of her arms, far 
from the bad baby. 

“We’re throwing the baby away,” Erec explained. Maybe she would help 
them. 

“What?” The woman shook them in the air. “Now, you two rascals shouldn't 
sneak around like this.” She lowered her eyebrows at Bethany. “I’m sure your 
mother won t be happy.” Then she glared at Erec. “And as for you, they’re going 
to have to step up security in that nursery again. Now I’ve seen it with my own 
eyes. You are truly a sneaky little one, you are.” 

Bethany glared at the woman. “Put me down! I want my mommy!” 

“Not this time. I believe you were both to be watched in the castle nursery, 
and that is where you are going. Now, say you’re sorry to your little brother, 
first, okay? I don’t want to hear any more of this ‘throwing away the baby’ 
nonsense. ” 

She held both children over the crib to apologize to the baby, who had no idea 
that anything had been said, and couldn’t have understood a word of what was 
happening. 

Erec looked down at the infant. “What’s he called?” 

The maid smiled fondly at the infant. “We call him Tre, after his daddy.” 


The baby didn t look so mean. Maybe he shouldnt be thrown away. There was 
just a bit of curly fuzz on his head, and he actually was kind of cute. Bethany 
must have been wrong. In fact, the baby looked a little like Bethany’s big brother, 
Pi. Erec loved to play with Pi. He showed him how to throw basketballs and 
played running games with him... . 


Erec’s eyes popped open in shock. Bethany’s little brother did look a little like 
her older brother, Pi. He looked like Bethany . . . and someone else, too. 
Everything clicked inside his mind. Why hadn’t he thought of this before? It was 
all so clear now. He had to fix things right away before Baskania found out what 
he already knew, and to save Bethany’s brother from a terrible fate. 


CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE 
Bethany’s Brother 





Rosco stepped BACK when he saw the look on Erec’s face. “What happened to 
you?” 

“I know where to find Bethany’s brother. We need to protect him. Let’s go 
straight to Ashona so I can talk to Bethany first. She needs to know this. Then 
we all can help hide him.” 

“PIL go with you. We should hurry—who knows how long it will take the 
Shadow Prince to figure it out too.” He opened the Port-O-Door, and Erec 
followed him inside. “Take this Port-O-Door back separately from me if you 
need to. I have other ways I can get around.” 

In another minute they had checked in at the desk and were walking through 
the big doors into the beautiful Castle Ashona. Erec led Rosco, with Spartacus 
following, to the suite where his family was staying. 

June was surprised to see them when they opened the door. She rushed over 
and threw her arms around Erec. “How are you? I’ve been so worried. . . .” 

He hugged her back. “I got my old memory back, from the Memory Mogul.” 

She pulled away and looked hard at his face. “You remember everything 
now?” 

“Mostly. I mean, if I give it time, then it all comes back.” 


She hugged him again, and ruffled his hair. “That’s a lot to take in, I guess.” 

“Luckily it’s not all pouring into my head at once. It comes in spurts. But 
there is one thing I found out—who Bethany’s brother is.” He threw her a 
meaningful glance, and she started to stammer. But Erec held a finger up. “I 
have to tell her.” 

June shook her head. “That’s not a good idea. He’s safe now. Let it be.” 

“Well, he won’t be safe for long. Baskania has the same memory that I do, 
and it’s just a matter of time before he comes and gets him on his own. We need 
to hide him. But Bethany has to know what’s going on.” 

June looked stunned. She took a breath and nodded. “She’s in the library. It’s 
down the hall and to the right—” 

“Tt’s okay. I know where it is, Mom.” 

“Come back when you’re done and we’ll all figure out what to do. Pl talk to 
King Piter.” 

Rosco let Erec go into the library alone to talk to Bethany. She was the only 
one there, so she was easy to spot. “Hey, Bethany!” 

She took one look at Erec and came running. She started to throw her arms 
around him, but then stopped short. “You’re not a ghost again, are you?” 

“Nah.” He grinned. “Go ahead.” 

She gave him a hug, and then pulled him into a chair next to her. “So, you 
were with Baskania? How did it go? Oh, I’m so glad that’s done now. We can 
celebrate! I want to hear every detail.” She stopped and looked into his eyes. “I 
was so mad at you for leaving. And I was scared every day that I’d never see you 
again.” She took a breath, thinking about it. “I thought that when I finally saw 
you, I wouldn’t even speak to you. But now that you’re here, it’s all evaporated. 
I’m just so glad that you’re back.” She hugged him again, and then looked into 
his eyes. “What’s wrong?” 

“Pm so sorry, Bethany. I didn’t mean for you to go through all of that. It 
hasn’t been fun for me, either.” He wanted to tell her about the Underworld and 
his meetings with Baskania, but that could wait. There was something else that 
could not. 

She put a hand on his cheek. “What’s wrong?” 

Erec choked up for a minute, and then he cleared his throat. “I found your 
little brother.” 

Her eyes flew wide open. “My brother? Where is he?” She grabbed Erec’s 
shoulders and jumped up. “I have a brother! I can’t wait to meet him!” 

He bit his lip. “You already have.” Erec could feel his eyes well up with tears. 

Bethany looked concerned. She held Erec’s hands and sat down next to him 
again. “I have? Where is he? What’s his name?” 


It was hard to get the word out of his mouth. Erec tried to speak, but he had to 
shut his mouth again. Then he managed to say it. “Trevor.” 

They sat for a moment in stunned silence. Bethany’s gaze drifted into the 
distance in disbelief. But then they snapped back into focus. “You mean his 
name is Trevor? Trevor what?” 

“Trevor, my brother.” 

She shook her head. “No. That’s not possible.” But then she glazed over 
again. “Is it?” 

Erec nodded. “I got my old memory back. Remember Connor, that crazy kid 
in the contests in Alypium who was always saying that he was really Erec Rex? 
He had my early memories.” 

She thought hard for a minute, then drew in a breath in shock. “You are 
kidding!” She clapped her hands together. “I always thought that he was insane 
for saying that. That explains a lot.” 

“We talked him into giving my memory back to the Memory Mogul, and I 
have it now.” He smiled for a moment in victory, but his smile faded fast. He 
wanted to wait a minute before he told her the bad news. It wasn’t fair to give 
her a brother, and then take him away one minute later. If only it were different. 

“So... you got your old memories back, and you remembered that Trevor 
was my brother?” 

He laughed. “Yeah. I never thought about how we used to know each other 
when we were little. But it makes sense. We both lived in the Castle Alypium, 
and our parents worked together.” 

“Wow.” Bethany’s cheeks turned pink. “Did we like each other then? It’s 
weird to even think about that.” 

“I'd say we did. You were more friends with my sister. You know, Princess 
Pretty Pony.” He laughed. 

Bethany frowned. “Do you think you could remember the names of your 
missing triplet brother and sister?” 

“T did! They were Elizabeth and Edward.” 

“All E’s. Like your father, Pluto, and Posey are all P’s.” 

“T guess so.” Erec felt like he was putting off the inevitable, but he couldn’t 
tell her about the danger yet. 

“So, Trevor is my baby brother,” she said in wonderment. 

Erec laughed again. “You didn’t like him so much back then. You know, the 
jealous sib thing. You and I were planning a big mission to go throw the baby in 
the trash can.” 

Bethany clapped a hand over her mouth. “Are you kidding? I can’t believe 


that we were fellow adventurers even back then.” She giggled. “I’m glad we 
didn’t hate each other.” 

Erec looked down. “I just hope that you don’t hate me now.” 

“Why?” Bethany pulled a knee up to her chest and wrapped her arms around 
it, shivering. “What is it?” 

He shrugged. “It’s not good.” Erec pinched his lips together tight, not wanting 
to let the words out. He wished that he hadn’t even brought it up—although that 
was the reason that he was here. Bethany had been so upset for so long, because 
of him. Now he was going to ruin her first few decent moments. 

“Is something wrong with Trevor?” She began looking around as if 
wondering where he was. “Does he know yet?” 

“T wanted to tell you first. You’re going to have to hide him. And not tell me 
where he is. I had to let you know as soon as I found out, but Baskania isn’t 
through with me yet. I have to go back there. And... he has my memory too.” 

“You mean . . . he knows about Trevor?” 

“He will soon. He took the same memory from Connor, and he’s looking 
through it to try to find out who your brother is. They have whole teams of 
people there working on it. You have to hide Trevor before Baskania finds him. 
And it could be soon.” 

“Why can’t you help me? I trust you.” 

“T don’t trust me.” Erec closed his eyes. 

“T don’t understand.” 

“There was something that I saw when I looked into my future before. I was 
working for Baskania . . . and I handed Trevor over to him. I didn’t even know 
then that he was your lost little brother. It was bad enough that I was giving my 
own brother to him. Now it’s even worse. Trevor is the kid he needs for all of his 
awful plans.” 

Bethany slumped into her chair, eyes wide with shock. Then she looked at 
Erec sharply. “Why would you even believe you’d give Trevor to that monster? I 
know you, and that is the last thing you would do. Either the vision was wrong, 
or you’re going to get possessed. Maybe we should hide you, too.” 

“T wish that would work. But I have to go rescue those souls still. I’m going 
to learn a spell to stop time, and then I’m going back to Alsatia. . . .” 

Bethany stared at him a moment, then shook her head, uncomprehending. “I 
don’t even know what you are doing anymore. It’s like you’re living a whole 
new life... . Okay. Pll go find Trevor and hide him. If you think it’s safer I 
won’t tell you where he is. I just can’t believe he’s my brother. . . .” She paused. 
“You know what? He does look like Pi, now that I think about it, with his red 
hair.” 


“T thought so too. And he was named after your dad.” 

“Tre?” She looked sad. “I wish I could remember my dad.” 

“Maybe someday we’ll find your old memories too. But having them is 
almost worse. I miss everyone now that I never even knew about before.” 

Bethany looked upset. “So, you’re leaving again, then? And I guess I can’t 
come with you?” 

“T’m really sorry, Bethany. If there was any way it could be different, I would 
love for you to come. But the only way you can even get to Alsatia is by 
dropping onto a huge spike and dying. .. .” 

“You’re going to die again! Erec—you can’t do that! You’ve gotten really 
lucky twice now, but I just know that if it happens again it will be forever. Last 
time—” 

“There’s another way. I can get in to Alsatia without dying. It’s the same way 
that I got out of the Underworld—by turning into a soul.” 

“You went to the Underworld? And you can turn into a soul? Is this some 
new magic you learned? I don’t know anything going on with you anymore.” 

She was getting more upset, and Erec could understand why. He decided to 
fill her in on everything, starting with his first meeting with Baskania. 

At the end her mouth was hanging open. “You poor thing! You need a break. 
And you need help! I wish I could go back with you to Baskania, and then to 
Alsatia.” 

“Knowing that you are safe here helps me the most.” 

She thought a moment. “Not that I’m trying to talk you out of this .. . but I 
actually feel bad for the three Furies. I mean, it’s horrible that they have all of 
those innocent souls as prisoners. But sending the Furies back to Tartarus .. . I 
mean, they’re going to be miserable there for eternity. Plus they’ve really been 
helping you—and they aren’t waging war on the Fates and destroying humans 
now.” 

“You’re completely right. I’ve been trying not to think about that, because I 
feel so bad for those trapped souls. I was in there with them and I can tell you 
the pain they are in. But the Furies have been great to me. I’m a total traitor 
sneaking in there and sending them back to Tartarus. They’ ll be suffering there 
forever.” 

“Yeah, and you know what would happen if they escaped again? They would 
kill all of humanity in revenge. I don’t think they’d like humans so much 
anymore.” 

“You know, I wasn’t thinking about that. But there’s something worse. Once 
Baskania finds out that they’re in Tartarus again, he’ll be thrilled. He’ll gather up 
three thousand people right away and retry his plan to free the Furies—for a 


price.” 

“Tt would put us all right back where we started again—about to die because 
the Furies will be set loose by Baskania. They would be released soon to serve 
him and destroy the world.” 

They both sat in silence, absorbing this. Erec had no idea what he should do 
now. His whole plan seemed ridiculous. As much as he could not stand seeing 
three thousand souls suffering forever, what could he really do about it? Maybe 
they were fated to be there forever, sacrificing themselves in agony for the sake 
of the rest of the world. 

“I’m really glad I talked to you,” Erec said. “I would have made a horrible 
mistake if I sent the Furies back to Tartarus. By the time I realized that, it would 
have been too late.” He smiled. “Good thing you’re so smart.” 

She winked back. “You’re not too bad yourself. We’re just better as a team.” 

“I guess I shouldn’t go back there, then. The only thing I don’t understand . . 

“What is it?” 

“My quest is still not done—the segment on my Amulet of Virtues isn’t lit up. 
I know that’s what I’m supposed to do. And why would the Fates have talked 
about me freeing those souls? They’re the ones who first said something about 
me sending the Furies back to Tartarus. If I wasn’t supposed to do it, then they 
would have said that. It just doesn’t make sense.” 

“When do those Fates ever make sense?” Bethany laughed. 

Erec did not say anything, but he didn’t agree. They might not make sense at 
first, but before long they always were right. At least Trevor would be okay. Erec 
was so relieved that he had figured out who Bethany’s brother was before 
Baskania did. Now he would be safe. “I have an idea. The last time I looked into 
the future, I saw myself giving Trevor to Baskania. Pll try it again, and this time 
PIl see what will happen to Trevor when you hide him and don’t tell me where 
he is. I want to make sure he’ll be safe that way, so we’re not taking any 
chances.” 

“Great idea. I still think there is no way that you would ever really give your 
own brother—or mine—to Baskania though.” 

Erec, on the other hand, had no doubts that his visions of the future were 
correct every single time. But things should be different now. He asked himself, 
Show me what will happen if Bethany and my family hide Trevor somewhere 
safe, and they don’ tell me where he is. Show me Trevor’s future then. 

Erec closed his eyes and imagined himself entering the dark room inside of 
his mind. It had been a while since he had been here, and he had almost 
forgotten how nice it was .. . how calm. It felt great to relax after worrying so 


much for so long. He didn’t want to leave this place, but at the same time he 
could not wait to see what the future showed him. He hoped he would see Trevor 
safe and sound, far away from the Shadow Prince. 

So he entered the smaller room inside of the one that he was in. It was even 
darker, more peaceful. There was the box that contained all of his knowledge 
sitting on a table. He allowed himself to rest a hand on it and feel the warmth, 
excitement, and wonder that it contained. Once again, it gave him the feeling 
that everything would work out just fine. He hoped this time that the feeling 
would last after seeing Trevor’s fate. Erec pulled the soft cord that hung between 
the two windows and pulled the shades open to watch. 


Trevor was alive—he was breathing, at least. But he was strapped down to 
a table, metal cones inserted into his head. His eyes were closed, and it 
was hard to tell if he was unconscious or just resting. But there was a look 
of agony on his face. 


Baskania stood over Trevor’s body cackling with glee. “I have done it! I 
have found the answer that I have waited for my entire life! The Final 
Magic.” He rubbed his hands together. “If I had only known all along how 
simple it was. It took a child, a very wise child, to be able to see the 
connections that I was missing all along. 


“A toast!” He lifted a glass of purple liquid that looked to Erec like dragon 
blood. “A toast to my great future! And to the memories of Erec Rex— 
may he rest in peace. Thank you, Erec, for giving me such wonderful gifts 
when you were alive.” 


Trevor began to stir. He opened his eyes, but when he saw Baskania, tears 
formed, and he shut them again tight. 


“He wakes.” Baskania rubbed his hands together. “What a great 
opportunity to try out my new powers.” He reached in a pocket and 
withdrew a long silver knife, and in a second he slit Trevor’s throat. 
“Right through both carotids and jugulars.” He wiggled the knife a little 
more. “That should do the most damage.” 


Trevor’s eyes flashed open in horror as blood spurted out. He was unable 
to speak, and in a moment he drooped and then lay on the table, dead. 


“Now, let’s see if this works.” Baskania waved his hands in the air over 
Trevor’s body, and closed his eyes, murmuring. 


Trevor’s body jerked, and then he opened his eyes. He was alive again, 
blood spurting more out of his neck now that his heart was beating. In a 
moment his eyes closed again, and he died. 


“Tt worked! Starting life on my own. What a prize! I’m glad that we found 
you, Trevor. It was so easy, too.” Baskania stared greedily at him as if he 
was about to devour him. “And once again...” 


He waved his hands over Trevor’s body, eyes closed, and Trevor awoke 
from the dead again, with a start. This time as soon as the blood began to 
spurt from his neck, Trevor faded away and died. 


Baskania laughed wildly. “Look at that! Bringing life to the dead! I can 
animate anything now!” 


He waved his hands over Trevor again, awakening him only to die another 
instant death. It was obvious that Baskania had cut Trevor’s throat so he 
would die immediately, making his spell easier to test. He had no intention 
of saving Trevor at all. 


Finally, Baskania dusted his hands together and left Trevor dead on the 
blood-soaked table. 


Erec yanked the shades shut and stepped out of the rooms fast. He could not 
believe what he had seen. This was the worst situation of all. Trevor dead. . . 
Erec dead . . . and Baskania with the greatest power in the world. This could not 
happen. 

“You can’t hide Trevor from Baskania. It won’t work.” Erec was panting, but 
could not tell Bethany the horrible details. “Baskania will find him, and 
everything will go wrong.” 

“What else can we do, then? If I don’t hide Trevor then Baskania will get him 
too, right?” 

Erec had not thought about that. What other options were there, aside from 
Bethany hiding her brother, or not hiding him at all? If Erec hid him, he would 
likely turn him over to Baskania before long—like he had seen in his other 
vision. 


But then something occurred to him. What had happened to Trevor in his 
original vision? Erec had given him to Baskania, saying that he was worthless. 
And then in another later vision, Erec had proposed killing Trevor by throwing 
him into a trash compactor. Although that was horrible too, it at least was better 
than this. Baskania had not seemed to get the information from Trevor that he 
needed. 

It was confusing, and Erec wanted to make sure he thought it out correctly. 
Baskania would find Trevor on his own, or Erec would bring Trevor there 
himself. Those were the only choices. The outcome seemed better for Trevor— 
and everybody—if Erec was the one to do it. At least he wasn’t lying dead in a 
pool of blood in that vision. 

How was he supposed to tell Bethany that, though? And why would it even 
make a difference how Baskania found Trevor? 

Bethany’s face was pale. “You’re supposed to bring him to Baskania yourself, 
aren’t you?” 

“How did you know?” 

“Look at your face. I don’t have to be a math genius to realize there are only 
three options here. And two of them—me hiding Trevor, or not hiding him— 
lead to the same thing.” 

Erec nodded. “I just wish that I knew how to make this work out the best. If I 
turn Trevor in myself, Baskania doesn’t seem able to find the information he 
needs.” 

“Could it be a time thing?” Bethany asked. “Maybe if you turn Trevor in, 
Baskania doesn’t keep him as long.” 

Erec’s visions flooded his mind. “I don’t think that’s it. It could be other 
things. If you hide Trevor, then Pll die too. I stay alive the other way.” 

Bethany gasped. “Why didn’t you tell me that before? That settles everything. 
You have to take him there. If only we can figure out a way to keep him safe... 
somehow .. .” 

A voice in Erec’s ear made him jump. “I have a way.” 

Spartacus! Erec had not seen him in the room until now. “Have you been here 
this whole time?” 

Bethany looked at him in surprise. “Me? Of course I have—what are you 
talking about?” 

But Spartacus shook his head. “Nope. I had a little errand to run. All the way 
back to the Underworld. I hope you appreciate it.” 

“What? Why would you go back there again?” The idea made Erec cringe. 

“Who are you talking to?” Bethany shivered. “You’re acting weird.” 

“T’m sorry. Spartacus is here.” 


Bethany’s eyes flew open wide. “The ghost?” She wrapped her arms around 
herself. “Where is he?” 

Erec did not know what it was that made ghosts so much scarier to people 
when they were invisible. “He’s right next to me... and he might have an idea.” 

“Might?” Spartacus plunked a glass of water in front of Erec. 

“Thanks.” Erec wondered how the ghost knew that his throat was dry . . . but 
then again Spartacus could read his mind. He picked up the glass to take a drink 

“No!” Spartacus shouted. He ripped the cup from Erec’s hand before he took 
a sip. 

Bethany watched in wonder as the glass appeared and jerked itself back to the 
table. “What’s going on?” 

As if she could hear his answer, Spartacus said, “Tl tell you what’s going on. 
I went all the way back to the Underworld and brought back water from the 
River Lethe. Took a lot of planning, too—P 1l tell you that.” 

“How did you... ?” 

“T had to bring two gold coins so the boatman would transport the cup across 
the river and back again. Be glad you didn’t have to see the River Lethe. You 
wouldn’t have been able to drink this stuff if you had.” 

“So, what are we going to do with it?” 

Spartacus waited a moment for Erec to put things together. “Trevor... ?” 

A thought settled into Erec’s mind. “Oh! What a great idea!” 

“What is going on?” Bethany was starting to look annoyed. 

“This might be the answer.” Erec pointed to the cup. “Spartacus got it from 
the River Lethe in the Underworld. When you drink it you forget everything you 
ever knew.” 

“Tsn’t that what Ward drank?” 

“Yeah. I had a sip too, when I was a spider. But if Trevor drinks it now...” 

Bethany’s face lit up. “He wouldn’t know anything anymore. He might be 
useless to Baskania, then!” 

“Exactly. Great thinking, Spartacus! This has to be the answer. It fits right in 
with me calling Trevor useless in my vision when I’m giving him to Baskania.” 

“Thanks, Spartacus!” Bethany blew kisses to where he stood. 

“Aw, shucks,” the spirit said. “Tell her it’s no problem.” 

“Let’s go find him!” Bethany ran out of the library, Erec and Spartacus 
following behind. 

Rosco was waiting outside the door. He joined them as they walked down the 
hallway. “Did she take it okay? Any ideas where we’re going to hide her 


brother?” 

“T’m going to turn him over to Baskania.” 

Rosco gave Erec a sideways glance. “Real funny. What are we going to do 
with him? And where is he?” 

“Bethany’s brother is Trevor.” 

Rosco’s eyebrows jumped to the top of his forehead. “Trevor? As in... your 
brother Trevor Rex?” 

“Yeah. But he was originally Trevor Cleary.” 

“No way...” 

“I looked into the future. Trevor and I both die if I don’t bring him to 
Baskania myself. But we’re going to give Trevor the same stuff to drink that 
Ward had, so he won’t be any help to Baskania. I think this is the only way.” 

Rosco thought that over awhile. “It will look really good for you if you hand 
Trevor to the Shadow Prince. I’d play it up, and get all the credit you can. That 
will only help you later.” 

Bethany found Trevor in the open aquarium where he liked to spend time. It 
was attached to the wing where they stayed, and had both closed containers of 
different types of fish, and open ones leading straight into the ocean. There was 
enough food in the boxes that plenty of ocean fish swam in and out. One whole 
wall of the room was glass, and its view of the ocean floor was magnificent. 

Trevor stood before the glass wall, counting softly to himself. 

Bethany ran up behind him and threw her arms around him, making Trevor 
jump. “It’s so good to see you!” 

Trevor’s face turned red, and he stumbled, pushing away from her. “Um... 
yeah.” He looked around the room as if trying to think of something to say, but 
could not. 

Trevor had always had a hard time communicating, but he had a lot going on 
under the surface. Now it was all starting to make sense. Trevor was special, but 
Erec never realized until now just how special he was. He was probably a math 
genius like Bethany and Pi. Maybe even smarter than they were, since he was 
the only one able to help Baskania figure out the Final Magic. Erec knew that 
Trevor liked patterns and codes, and that he thought he could predict things. But 
he was so quiet, never sharing his predictions with anyone, that it had seemed 
more like pretend than anything else. 

Right now he didn’t look so bright at all, stammering and pink. He was more 
than a little confused about the sudden attention. Everybody was staring at him. 

Bethany put a hand on his shoulder. “Do you remember hearing about how I 
had a little brother? And how I was looking all over for him, but I didn’t know 
who he was?” 


Trevor nodded silently. 

“You’re him.” 

He stood looking at her, as if she had announced that it was dinnertime, or 
what the weather would be that day. Erec wondered if what she had said had 
sunk in at all. But then Trevor slowly nodded. 

Bethany threw her arms around him again, and this time Trevor let her stay 
that way for a while. “I’m so happy I found you,” she said. 

“Me too.” 

“What were you looking at in there?” Bethany left an arm around him as they 
turned to look through the glass. 

Trevor pointed. “Those fish. The white ones.” 

“They’re pretty. Do you like the way they look?” 

“T like their patterns. I think they’re talking to each other that way.” 

Bethany gazed at the fish a while, thinking about what he said. “I wish I could 
see it, Trev. But I bet they are. Someday will you teach me about the patterns?” 

Trevor nodded. 

Erec came up to him, holding the cup of water from the River Lethe. He felt 
horrible about letting Trevor drink it. All of his memories would be gone forever 
now. It seemed so unfair—but then again, all of this was unfair. And Trevor 
forgetting everything was better than Trevor dying in a pool of blood. 

He wanted to give them another minute together before destroying 
everything, so he stood waiting. Nothing was said between Bethany and Trevor, 
but it was still meaningful somehow, just for the two of them standing there 
together, knowing. 

Erec told him what he was going to do, because it just seemed right. “Things 
are going to be a little messy for a while, okay, Trevor?” His stomach clenched. 
How would he ever be able to do this to his brother? But then again, how could 
he not? “Baskania knows you are Bethany’s brother—or he will soon. I have to 
give you this drink so you forget everything that you ever knew. It’s the only 
way to make it so you won’t be able to help Baskania. And it might protect you 
from him too. I’m the one who’s going to bring you to him. I want you to know 
that now, or I wouldn’t feel right doing it to you later. But when I looked into the 
future, it was worse if I didn’t do it this way.” 

“Tt’s okay.” Trevor smiled bravely. “I know you would only protect me.” 

That didn’t help. Erec’s hand holding the cup began to shake, slopping some 
of the water over the sides. How in the world was he supposed to lead his 
brother into the worst place in the world and hand him to someone who wanted 
to kill him? For a moment he thought he just wouldn’t do it... until he 
remembered the alternate visions of the future. 


Tears formed in Erec’s eyes. Trevor put an arm around his brother. “Don’t 
feel bad, Erec. You’re doing the right thing.” He patted Erec’s shoulder. “I may 
forget who you are, but when everything is done again, can you tell me all your 
stories? I want to remember to love you.” 

“T will.” Erec gave Trevor a hug, and then handed him the water. “Sorry about 
this, kid.” 

Trevor held the glass for a moment. “Am I going to live?” 

Erec paused, thinking. “If I have anything to do with it.” 

“Okay, then.” Trevor held up the glass and finished every last drop. 


CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX 
A Terrible Gift 





Erec THOUGHT ABOUT how to tell Baskania about Trevor. He was nervous. 


Rosco was right—if he was going to make this work, he had to be careful, and 
try to make himself look as good to Baskania as possible. 

They waited outside the large carved oak doors to the Inner Sanctum of the 
Green House, until a blind servant opened the door. “He is ready for you now.” 

Erec and Rosco walked inside. Baskania looked up expectantly, five eyes 
across his forehead. 

Rosco grinned. “Yov’re gonna love this boy even more today than yesterday. 
He just doesn’t stop. As much as he used to be a thorn in our sides, now he’s 
making up for every minute... .” 

Baskania perked up. “Yes? What is it, Erec? Are you ready to go see the 
Furies and get my scepter back?” 

“Soon,” Erec said. “But I thought you’d like something else I found for you 
in the meantime.” 

“Something more? You’re right, Rosco. This is interesting. What else?” 

“Bethany Cleary’s brother.” 

Baskania’s hands flattened on his desk, trembling. “You found him?” 

“T searched through my new memory and I’m sure that I know who he is.” 


“Wonderful! I can’t believe our luck with you lately! Where is the boy—do 
you know his name?” 

“I know his name, where he is .. . and everything about him. And I’m happy 
to bring him here to you—unless you want to send your own people to do it. I 
thought it might be easier if I got him, so you could avoid King Piter and Queen 
Posey trying to fight you off.” 

“King Piter and Queen Posey . . . so the boy is in Ashona, then? Do the king 
and queen know he’s there? Do they know who he is?” 

“They all know. It’s Trevor Rex. I guess he used to be Trevor Cleary.” 

Baskania’s mouth dropped open a little, and all of his eyes focused on Erec 
sharply. Erec was sure that Baskania was trying to read his mind. He couldn’t 
blame him—Erec was handing over his own brother and his girlfriend’s brother. 
It was probably more than the Shadow Prince could believe. But Erec had to 
make it all seem real. 

“You mean your adopted brother, Trevor?” Baskania looked like he was about 
to drool from anticipation. 

“That’s the one.” Erec laughed. “I can’t believe I’m actually telling this to 
you. I guess I really am on your side now.” 

Baskania crossed his arms and leaned back in an almost fatherly manner. 
“That, Erec, is a great thing for both of us. We will help each other from now on. 
You and I will be like one together.” A slick smile spread across his face. “I think 
you are right. You should bring Trevor here yourself. We’ll keep it all quieter 
that way. I’ll send a few guards to wait outside of the Castle Ashona for you.” 
He held up a hand. “Not that I believe you’re going to try anything funny, like 
hiding him.” 

“Why would I do that? If you want to send someone else, that’s fine with me. 
Maybe Rosco could do it.” 

“No, not Rosco. I want you to bring him here. I think it would be a nice touch, 
actually.” 

Erec felt like throwing up. Baskania wanted them to be “like one,” but was 
also ready to slaughter his baby brother—and Bethany’s. But he managed a 
smile and a nod. “When would you like me to go?” 

“No time like the present.” He thought a moment. “But I’d like to show you 
something first. Come with me.” He held a hand up when Rosco started to 
follow. “Just Erec.” 

Baskania led him down a short hallway to a door with no knob. He waved a 
hand in front of it and it opened with a groan. Then he waved Erec inside. 

“This is where I keep some of my favorite treasures.” He looked around with 
appreciation. “Some of the finest items through the centuries are in this room.” 


He picked up a small silver tube resting on a shelf and looked at it fondly. “Take 
this little thing, for instance. It looks innocent enough, no? But would you 
believe it was the first method I ever used for inserting eyes into myself?” 

Erec tried not to cringe as he thought about it. 

“Maybe someday you, too, can have more eyes of your own. I would say you 
would be perfect for that kind of responsibility, being in charge of groups of 
people. I won’t want to do this forever, you know.” 

Was he talking about passing the evil-villain torch down to Erec now? Erec 
remained stock still and nodded. 

“I was thinking . . . you have done wonders for me lately. In so many ways, as 
well. And going to Ashona to collect Trevor, well . . .” He looked around the 
room. “I’d like to give you something as a token. Maybe this.” He set the silver 
tube down. “Or anything that you like, with a few exceptions, of course. Here is 
a love magnet. The most powerful one on the planet.” He picked it up. “I have 
no need for it. You may find it fun.” 

“What’s this?” Erec saw a small plastic flower that sat on a shelf. 

“Nothing much. It’s an eternal water source—really only a token, because 
there’s not much use for it.” He tapped the center of the flower’s face and water 
sprayed into Erec’s face until he tapped it again. 

Erec laughed and wiped his face off. “That could be fun too.” 

“Here’s a good one.” Baskania pointed to a portrait on the wall. “This 
painting absorbs your aging process. Just reset it to your face, and all the years 
of your life will show up on the portrait’s face, leaving you eternally young. 
Nice, if you care about shallow things like that.” 

That did not appeal to Erec at all. But something else caught his eye. For 
some reason he was drawn to it, even from across the room. Nothing about it 
seemed special—it looked like a kind of steel mousetrap. “What is this?” He 
pointed at it, afraid to touch. 

“Ah, that is another good one. It’s a projectile magic launcher. It will send a 
spell anywhere—any kind of magic at all. I was planning to use it to destroy 
Tartarus when the Furies were there, after they agreed to my terms. It was easier 
to let them escape that way then by collecting all of those people for their souls.” 

“Why didn’t you use it then?” 

“T didn’t have a magic source strong enough to blast through their cave, even 
with its help. In the past I’ve had tokens and totems that would have done the 
trick. But they’re hard to come upon, and I didn’t have any at the time. You can 
imagine, it would take something quite powerful to help the Furies out of their 
prison.” 

Erec considered it a moment. “I’d like this, please. If that’s okay.” 


Baskania picked it up, and put his hand on Erec’s head. “Take it. I doubt I’ ll 
need it again, and if I do, I know where to find you. You might enjoy sending 
spells to places in Upper Earth from your home here in Alypium.” 

Erec pocketed the contraption and thanked Baskania. As they walked back, he 
slid his hand in to touch it again. It felt right, somehow, as if he was meant to 
have it. 

When they returned to Baskania’s office, he pressed a red button on his desk. 
A general popped into the room within a minute. 

“Sir?” He stood at attention. 

“Have two guards take Erec and Rosco here to the Castle Ashona. Erec will 
go in alone and come back out with a boy—Trevor Rex, or actually Trevor 
Cleary. Bring them back to me straightaway.” 

“Yes, sir.” The general clicked his heels together and disappeared. Moments 
later, two guards led Erec and Rosco to the largest Port-O-Door that Erec had 
ever seen. It was one of a giant line of immense Port-O-Doors that filled a 
gigantic wall of the Green House. What was Baskania planning to send through 
these doors? Entire armies? 

Moments later, they stood in the entryway that led into the Castle Ashona. 
Erec walked through the desk area and slowly made his way to the suite where 
his family was staying. 

He thought for a moment about telling June what he was about to do. How in 
the world could he, though? She would never let him take Trevor there, even if 
Erec told her about his visions. June had her own ideas, and didn’t put enough 
stock in Erec’s visions to do something that sounded that ridiculous. Erec 
wondered if she had even noticed that Trevor had forgotten everything he ever 
knew. He was so quiet he probably seemed like his normal self, especially if 
Bethany was helping him figure out his way around. 

It took a while to find Bethany and Trevor. Finally someone pointed Erec to 
the wat-air beach attached to the side of the immense entry room. Erec watched 
quietly while they talked, looking at the fish flying through the strangely blue air 
and flickering back and forth through the wall that separated the room from the 
ocean. A starfish crept slowly up to Trevor’s shoe and put a tiny foot on him. 
Trevor smiled and picked the thing up, turning it over. Bethany pointed, teaching 
him something, Erec was sure. 

Soon he could not stand waiting any longer. Watching them was too painful. 
“Hey, guys!” He gave Bethany a sad smile. 

“Hi Erec. Hey, Trevor—do you remember Erec?” 

Trevor shook his head. 

“He’s your brother!” 


“My brother?” Trevor looked interested. “And you’re my sister. So you’re her 
brother too?” 

Erec laughed. “No, Trev. You’re Bethany’s real brother. You and I are adopted 
brothers. June adopted both of us a long time ago.” 

“But Erec still loves you just as much as I do,” Bethany said. 

Why did she have to go and say that? Erec could feel tears forming in his 
eyes again. This was already going to be the hardest thing he ever did. If 
anything happened to Trevor because of him, if he ended up losing his brother, 
he would never forgive himself. 

Erec pulled Bethany aside to talk to her in private, out of Trevor’s earshot. 
“What are you going to tell June?” 

“I guess I’ ll just tell her the truth.” Bethany shrugged. “It will be too late for 
her to do anything about it.” 

“She’ll kill you.” 

“Tt won’t be as bad as what you two will be going through. I’ve been 
spending some great time with Trevor. He forgot all of his old ideas about 
patterns, but I can tell they’ll come back. I mean, he notices things that I never 
would. I bet in a few years he’I] be right back where he was before.” 

Erec really hoped so. “I got something from Baskania that might help with 
the Furies.” He touched his pocket. “I have the feeling it’s what I needed to find 
there. It doesn’t look like much, but it can send magic from distances. I’m 
getting an idea about how I could use it to solve the problem of the Furies and 
the captured souls, but I’m not sure yet.” 

“I’m crossing my fingers for you.” Then she whispered, “What about Trevor? 
Is there some way we can break him out after Baskania gets him?” 

“T’ve been thinking about that, too. Try not to worry. Right now it’s important 
that I keep Baskania happy and off of my back. I don’t want him watching me 
too closely. Things might work out okay . . . but it’s going to take a lot of luck.” 

“Are you going to tell him that Trevor forgot everything?” 

“No. He’ll figure it out soon enough . . . or think that something has always 
been wrong with him.” 

She nodded. “If you know too much about it, Baskania might think that you 
did it.” 

Erec felt bad enough as it was, without thinking about what he really had 
done to his brother. But for now he had to keep playing the game and hope it all 
came out for the best. He patted the contraption in his pocket that would send 
magic all the way to Tartarus. Then he walked back to Trevor. “C’mon, kid. We 
gotta go somewhere awful. A man, Baskania, is going to look through your mind 
and see what you know. And I’m going to try and help you, okay?” 


Trevor nodded. “Okay.” He took Erec’s hand. 


When Erec arrived with the guards and Rosco back at the Green House, he tried 
to put his game face on. He could not risk looking suspicious by caring too much 
about his brother. Knowing how hard it would be to do, Erec ruffled Trevor’s 
hair. He didn’t want to say too much—Baskania would see anything Erec said 
now as he looked through Trevor’s memory. But he did risk a quick “I love you, 
kid. I always will.” 

Then he whipped his hand from Trevor’s grasp and grabbed him by the wrist. 
“Let’s get this over with, you stupid kid.” He yanked his brother hard, making 
him trip as they walked through the luxuriously decorated Green House. 

Trevor looked up at Erec with big brown eyes, confused. “Why are you doing 
this? Let me go.” 

Erec gripped Trevor’s wrist harder. “That’s enough from you. Come with 
me.” His mouth winced into a fake smile. “I would never do anything to hurt 
you. Remember that.” 

Trevor shook from head to toe as Erec dragged him down the hallway. He 
knocked on the tall wooden doors of the Inner Sanctum. When they swung open, 
he shoved Trevor inside and walked in behind him. 

“Look what I have for you.” Erec grinned at Baskania. 

“Wonderful!” Baskania beamed. “What a treat.” 

“Enjoy him.” Erec dusted his hands off with a grin. “Thanks again for letting 
me serve you. It’s my pleasure.” 

Baskania laughed with glee. A silver cage fell out of the air and over Trevor. 
Trevor put his little hands on the bars and gazed through at Erec with sad eyes. 
Erec felt a twinge of grief, but he pushed it aside. He had done what he needed, 
and that was all that mattered. 

“How about a dragon?” Erec suggested. “I know one that I can deliver here. I 
thought that would be a nice next gift for you.” 

Baskania strode over and patted Erec’s head with his hand. “Boy, you have 
turned out to be a pleasure for me. I’m so glad that we’ve gotten to know each 
other better and moved past that bad time we used to have.” 

Erec was pleased. Baskania was happy now, and that’s what was important. 
Things just might turn out all right after all—if he played his cards right. 


Rosco was not pleased when they were back at his apartment. “I don’t like this, 
Erec. Not one bit.” 
“T don’t either—believe me. It’s not like I wanted to hand my brother over to 


him. But what else could I do? Trevor would die if I didn’t. And Baskania trusts 
me now. I’ve seen that Trevor won’t die right away, and maybe we could save 
him for good.” But the minute he said that, Erec felt sick. What was Trevor 
doing right now? He shuddered, not really wanting to know. But he would do 
whatever it took to get him out. 

A thought slid into his mind like an icy snake, making him shudder. What 
about his vision of the future where he told Baskania to throw Trevor into a trash 
compactor? Why would he do that? He couldn’t .. . he wouldn’t . . . unless he 
could think of a way to turn that into something that might help Trevor. . . . 

But, then again, didn’t that mean Trevor would be okay until Erec returned to 
talk about the trash compactor? At least he was somewhat safe. 

“That’s not what I’m talking about.” Rosco ruffled his own hair with his 
hands, upset. “It’s terrible about Trevor, but I get it that there’s no choice. I’ve 
been thinking of ways to protect him there. But there’s something else, Erec. I’m 
starting to worry about you. I’m not liking what I’ve been seeing one bit.” 

“What are you talking about? Me going to release the souls? Because I’ve had 
some other thoughts about that—” 

“No. Not the souls—although that’s also driving me crazy. I don’t like what’s 
happening between you and the Shadow Prince.” 

Spartacus, who had been hanging out silently, jumped up and pointed at Erec. 
“Aha! I’m glad Rosco said it, because that’s been bothering me, too.” 

“Huh?” 

Rosco said, “Listen, I know what it’s like to be a kid, and finally have 
someone pay attention to you. Look up to you, even. Baskania knows how to get 
followers—real followers who will do anything for him. And he doesn’t do it by 
being a jerk to them. Baskania . . . if it makes sense for someone so crazy, evil, 
and selfish . . . well, he actually cares about people who are close to him, higher- 
ups who serve him. He cares about you—lI can see it. And that’s dangerous. 
When someone that powerful heaps on the praise and starts giving you gifts, it’s 
hard not to like them back.” 

“Are you saying that I’m becoming friends with the Shadow Prince?” 

Spartacus clapped his hands together. “See! You would never have called him 
the Shadow Prince before. Only Baskania!” He looked at Rosco for 
confirmation, and then got frustrated that he couldn’t be heard. He pointed at 
Rosco. “Tell him I said that! Tell him, Erec! I want to know what Rosco thinks 
about that.” 

Erec ignored Spartacus. “Listen, I’m not going to be friends with. . . 
Baskania. You do realize I hate his guts, right?” 

“T don’t know,” Rosco said. “I saw the way you were talking with him. You 


were losing your resolve, I think. That’s how it starts. I lived through it, 
remember?” 

Spartacus picked Erec up and held him onto the ceiling, to the surprise of 
Rosco. “Tell him what I said!” 

“Okay! Just put me down, then .. . Rosco, Spartacus wants to point out that I 
never used to call Baskania the Shadow Prince before now. Are you happy?” 

“Yes.” Spartacus put Erec on the couch. 

“He has a good point.” 

“See!” Spartacus looked delighted. 

“T’m just telling you, from the outside you started looking a little starstruck, a 
little appreciative. That’s how it began with me. It was all great at first. Who 
would start a friendship with someone like that if it wasn’t great? He was 
supportive, noticed my abilities, and let me know it. He gave me things—he can 
be really generous. But, before long I found myself doing things back for him. 
And even though they made sense in a twisted way, some of them were truly 
awful. He trusted me and relied on me. And in turn I committed murders, hurt 
people, stole things. Acted in ways I never thought I could do. And I became the 
Rosco Kroc you know—the one who Oscar went back in time to get rid of and 
do everyone a favor.” 

“The Rosco Kroc I know is a great person. It doesn’t matter what you did in 
the past for that guy. I know he can con people. You were a kid, and all alone 
back then too. There was nobody else that you trusted. It’s not like you went out 
on your own and did all of those things. Someone who you believed in was 
telling you to do them. But you’re my friend again now. The past is the past.” 

“I don’t know that I can ever make up for what I’ve done. But Pl try.” 

Erec held a hand up. “I’m not getting sucked in by him, don’t worry. Even 
when he starts to make sense, I think of what he’s done to Bethany, what he 
could do to Trevor... and Pll never get those images out of my head.” 

“Good.” 

“T just wish I knew what to do about the Furies. Talking to Bethany, I realized 
that freeing all the souls would be a huge problem. If the Furies go back to 
Tartarus, Baskania would give them more souls again, like last time. He’d retry 
his plan to let them out if they serve him. The Furies would be released and 
would wipe humans off the face of the planet, like they were planning to the first 
time—and I’d be the reason they hate humans. We’d all die, basically.” 

“You’re right.” 

Spartacus dropped the spell book on Erec’s lap. “Guess it’s over, then. You 
went to all that trouble to get Tarvos’s horns. Do you still want to learn the time- 
stopping spell now?” 


Erec could hear the tension in the ghost’s voice. It wasn’t until now that he 
thought about how all of this affected Spartacus. He had given up his own soul 
to let Erec have his back. He deserved to have his soul returned—just like all of 
the other specters that had lost theirs. He never complained about it, never talked 
about how bad it felt being soulless—but Erec knew what it had been like. 

In fact, Spartacus wouldn’t be around much longer. The only reason he was 
here was to help Erec free the souls. Soon he would go to the Furies and see if 
they would destroy him, or ask Aoquesth to do it. He had made that clear. 

“Spartacus—I’m sorry I haven’t talked to you about this. You’re the first 
person that I should have discussed it with. This was our plan together, from the 
beginning... .” 

“Hey, don’t worry about it, kid. I hadn’t thought about all of that stuff either, 
but it’s true. Of course Baskania would just release the Furies again, and they’d 
be all ready to go back to their old plan of killing everyone on the planet. Not a 
great option.” 

“But I’m not giving up on those souls yet either.” 

“Are you crazy?” Spartacus shot him an incredulous look. “I’ve given up. 
See? All done. Finished. Next problem.” 

“There has to be a way. I’ve gotten something from Baskania that might help 
us.” 

“You mean that mousetrap thing? I was there when he handed it to you. But 
even he said that he didn’t have anything powerful enough to destroy Tartarus 
with.” 

“I have something that might work.” Erec pulled the little pink brain out of 
his pocket. 

“What’s that?” Rosco asked. 

But Spartacus’s eyes widened. “You still have Tarvos’s power source? I 
thought that you gave it to Baskania.” 

“He took the Master Shem, and he asked for this, but then he got sidetracked 
with Connor and my old memories, and he never actually took it from me.” Erec 
explained to Rosco, “This was the thing that gave Tarvos the ability to collect all 
the soulless people in the world and turn them into Golems.” 

“Wow.” They all stared at the little pink thing for a while, wondering if it had 
enough power to do the trick. 

“T don’t even know how to use it.” 

Rosco picked it up and looked it over. “Well, it’s a power source. Usually that 
just means it increases your current load of power. So if you’re holding it in your 
hand, and you try to do magic, it will be amplified.” 

“So, if I wanted to blast a hole in Tartarus, the prison of the three Furies, then 
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“What?” Rosco looked at Erec sideways. “Isn’t that a little much? I mean, 
even Baskania couldn’t do that with his abilities alone. He needed to find a 
super-powerful magic item to use.” 

“But this is super-powerful. Maybe it will be enough.” Then Erec had a better 
idea. “If it amplifies people’s powers, then why don’t you use it instead of me? 
You can do a lot more than I can.” 

Rosco looked at the pink thing skeptically. “It would have to multiply what I 
could do by thousands in order for that to work.” 

“Well, just think of all that Tarvos could do from this alone. He wasn’t even 
magical without it. This let him speak, point a finger at you and kill you if he 
wanted...” 

Rosco studied the brainlike thing for a while. “I guess that would be 
amplification by thousands of times.” He smiled. “I guess it couldn’t hurt to try. 
But as far as who has more magical ability—I know far more magic than you do, 
maybe more than you ever will. Who knows, though, which of us has more inner 
strength? There is no way to test that, because I’ve just had far more 
experience.” 

“You use the thing. We can’t be that far off from each other, anyway. Both of 
us can do things that most people can’t, like finger magic.” 

“I’m happy to give it a try. Let’s see that power source.” 

Erec handed it to Rosco, who gingerly held the small pink brain. He lifted his 
finger and flicked it toward the wall. 

A fifteen-foot fireball shot out of his finger. Everything was fire and heat all 
around them. Crashes and explosions filled the air, and smoke blinded them all. 
All around, they were engulfed by flames. 

Rosco said a few words with both of his hands out, waving in front of him. In 
a moment, the fire was gone. Along with it, most of his apartment building had 
been eaten away. The couch that they were sitting on was charred, and the floor 
under it was black, but the side of the floor near the far wall was gone. All of the 
walls on that side of the apartment were missing now, and Erec looked straight 
out into the air, as if they were sitting on a perch in the sky. 


CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN 
Amplified Magic 





Rosco Lookep ARouND him in shock. “I can’t believe it. I just tried to send a 


little test flame out toward the wall. A little test flame!” He took a deep breath 
and looked around. “I’m going to try to fix this myself, but it might take time.” 

Spartacus was gone, but he returned a moment later and shook Erec’s 
shoulder. “Tell Rosco everyone is okay. He’s worried sick about it. Not a lot of 
people were in the building, and only one person was stuck. She was under 
collapsed floorboards that fell from above her, but I got her out okay. Other 
people are upset, but nobody is hurt.” 

“Spartacus just saved one person, and he said everyone else here is okay.” 

“Thank him for me. Thanks, Spartacus.” 

The spirit bowed. “All in a day’s work.” 

With renewed vigor, Rosco waved his hands around and began to reconstruct 
things as they were. Spartacus helped, and even Erec tried to pitch in with the 
little magic he could do. 

“Why don’t you try using the mousetrap thing to fix this place? I mean, it also 
amplifies what you can do... .” 

Rosco’s face lit up. “Great idea! It would take forever to get this place back to 
what it was this way. Let’s see how this thing works.” He pulled the lever back 


and held it up, concentrating. Then, he let go... . 

All around them, boards started flying. Wood morphed so that the black 
charred bits dissolved and the old paint sprung back on again. Erec sat in 
wonderment as the floor underneath him reconstructed itself, and walls put 
themselves together again. 

Rosco looked just as stunned. “I barely did anything.” 

“Ts this like the scepter?” Erec picked up the mousetrap device. “Do you feel 
rushes of power from using it?” 

“Not at all. It does everything by itself, without me. I just gave it a tiny push.” 

In a moment, Rosco’s apartment looked just as it always had. He tapped the 
mousetrap. “This thing is far more powerful than I imagined. Just think what you 
could do with something like this.” 

“Yeah—like crack open Tartarus.” 

“T don’t know about that, though. Yeah, everything was amplified like crazy. 
But Tartarus . . . that’s put together to keep the three Furies captive. Can you 
imagine how strong that place has to be?” 

“That’s why we have this.” Erec held up the little brain thing. “Imagine using 
these two things combined. This makes you thousands of times more powerful 
by itself. Then when you use the mousetrap, the whole thing will get amplified 
like crazy, and we can send that massive lump of destruction all the way to 
Tartarus. Think about it.” 

Rosco was thinking about it. But then Spartacus had an idea. “What if I did 
it?” 

That was something new. Spartacus, as a spirit, had far more power than any 
human, Baskania aside. 

“Let’s see what you can do with this.” Erec handed the mousetrap machine to 
Spartacus. 

Rosco saw it floating in the air in front of him. “Spartacus is going to try 
using it? As a spirit? Wow. That’s going to be something to see. Tell him that 
he’d better be careful. I barely sent a tiny flame out and the whole building went 
up in blazes—and he’s going to have far more power in him than either of us 
would.” 

“Tell Rosco that I can hear him—he can talk to me directly. It makes me feel 
like Pm not in the room when he does that.” Spartacus was eyeing the brainlike 
pink thing. “I should try using them both together. You know, just to see what I 
can do.” 

“Be really careful. If Rosco used Tarvos’s magic source when he sent a flame 
out, and he also used the mousetrap thing, it would have burned the whole city 
down.” 


“Oh, no.” Rosco shook his head. “Tell Spartacus not to use both of them. 
Even without his spirit powers it would be far too much.” 

Spartacus raised his arms over Rosco’s head like claws and gritted his teeth. 
“He’s doing it again. Just like I’m not here.” Before Erec knew it, Spartacus had 
Tarvos’s power source in one hand, and Baskania’s gift in the other. “Just one 
drop of rain. That’s all I’m going to make. And I’m going to send it all the way 
over the ocean out there, miles from the edge of Alypium. One drop.” 

Erec followed behind him and looked out the window. “How are we going to 
see one drop of water over the ocean all the way from here?” 

Rosco followed Erec. But before he reached the window, water surrounded 
them everywhere. Currents above and below him whipped Erec around. Pieces 
of the apartment complex swept by, along with furniture and rugs. In moments, 
the walls washed away, and some of the water drained out onto the street. But 
not fully, because the floods outside were already so high that there was nowhere 
for the water to run. 

Erec was outside now—he was pretty sure—but still part of the same giant 
flood. There were moments where his head surfaced enough to catch breaths, but 
luckily he had Instagills so it wasn’t an issue. He was more worried about 
crashing into the other things whipping around in the water. It filled the streets 
and the entire city of Alypium as far as he could see. 

Spartacus had obviously missed his mark completely, causing the magic to 
work in Rosco’s apartment instead of over the ocean. He wondered if people had 
been hurt or had died from this disaster, and where Rosco was. 

Then, in a flash, all the water vanished. Everything was bone dry. Erec was 
sitting on a patch of grass by a sidewalk, broken trees around him on the ground. 
A woman was coughing and gasping nearby—but at least she was alive. 
Buildings were collapsed, pieces of furniture strewn around. 

Soon, Spartacus was at his side. “Did you see that? There was a solid water 
wall over the entire ocean! For a minute I thought the sea rose up and 
overflowed into the sky, but then I realized it was the other way around. Water 
filled the whole atmosphere!” 

“Yeah? Well, what about what happened right here in Alypium? Like in 
Rosco’s apartment?” 

“This was nothing. You should have seen what it was like out there where I 
sent the spell.” 

Erec looked around, amazed. “Is everyone okay?” 

“I flew around like crazy and rescued a few people who were in trouble. 
There were some problems. .. .” He looked guilty. “But I took care of most of it. 
Luckily nobody died—but a few people were close, though.” 


“You probably should use that thing to put the city back together again, like 
Rosco did.” 

Spartacus eyed the mousetrap suspiciously. “This is strong enough to let me 
do anything. . . . But rebuild a whole city?” He shrugged. “PI try.” He 
concentrated, holding the brain in one hand. Then he pulled the lever on the 
mousetrap back and let it snap down again. In a minute, building materials and 
furnishings flew all around them, restoring themselves into order. The ghost 
blinked, a shocked look on his face. “I barely even gave it an effort. . . . Look at 
this thing work!” 

In minutes, the city looked as if nothing had ever happened to it. Spartacus 
grabbed Erec by the arms and took a leap—in seconds they were back at Rosco’s 
place. 

Rosco was sitting on his couch, stunned. “Just one drop of water, huh?” 

Erec nodded. “I can’t believe it either. If anything is going to destroy Tartarus, 
Spartacus could if he uses both of those things together.” 

“With these two things a mouse could destroy Tartarus.” Spartacus laughed. 
“Tf I put all of my effort into it, that cave will crumble. It’s going to be simple.” 

Erec gave Rosco a grin. “Spartacus thinks that crumbling Tartarus will be 
easy!” 

“Tt won’t be that easy,” Rosco said. “Tell him that the Furies’ cave is strong 
enough that even they can’t blast it open. It’s magically reinforced. He’ll have to 
use every ounce of his strength, even with the mousetrap thing and Tarvos’s 
power source, to have a chance.” 

Spartacus pointed at Rosco. “He’s doing it again. Talking like I’m not even in 
the room.” In a second, Rosco’s chair was whipped out from under him, sending 
him falling to the floor. 

Rosco got up, stunned. “That made him upset? He has to know the facts. If 
Spartacus is not willing to try his hardest with this, let me do it instead.” 

“PII do it right. Don’t worry.” Spartacus took the magical objects to the 
window and sat on the ledge. “I also have a much better sense where to aim this 
thing than Rosco would. Tartarus is that way from here.” He pointed out and 
down into the dirt. “I can tell its exact location. And if this mousetrap sends 
magic distances, right where you want it to go, I won’t just aim it that way. That 
would destroy everything in its path, and also not leave as much oomph when it 
gets to the right spot. I’m going to throw it there with this thing—I can tell how 
to make it work... .” 

Spartacus played with the contraption for a minute and then held a hand up. 
“Tell Rosco to keep his mouth shut for a minute, so he doesn’t distract me.” 

Erec held a finger to his lips, and Spartacus stretched the metal bar back like a 


bow and arrow. Erec had no idea it would even do that. Spartacus frowned 
intently, squeezing Tarvos’s magic source in the fist that held the metal. His 
whole face squeezed in concentration, and he released the bar. Noise resounded 
from it, sounding like a jet engine passing through the room. 

“Done!” Spartacus said, cheerily. “I sent the whole massive blast to just the 
right spot. I gave it more power than a thousand humans could, all put together. 
There is no way that Tartarus is still standing.” He handed the items back to 
Erec, satisfied. 

“Did he think it worked?” Rosco watched Erec put the things back in his 
pockets. 

“He’s sure it did.” Erec felt relieved. Now he could free the souls and not 
worry about imprisoning the Furies again. If they got sent to Tartarus, then they 
would just fly right back out again. Everyone would be happy. 

“Ready to go to Alsatia?” Spartacus tapped his toe on the floor. 

“Now?” Erec thought a moment. He had everything he needed. “I can’t just 
leave Trevor with Baskania though.” 

“T’ve checked on him. He’s hooked up to . . . well, let’s just say he’s okay. 
They ghostproofed him, Pll tell you that, or he wouldn’t still be there. 
Baskania’s taking no chances.” 

“If something happens to me in Alsatia, I won’t be able to save Trevor.” 

“TIl figure something out just as well as you could,” Rosco said. “He’s my 
number one priority. We have to give the Shadow Prince a little time to realize 
that Trevor knows nothing. As soon as he does, he’ll become less interested in 
the boy. That will be the time to get him out of there. Soon, I’m sure... But I’m 
still not happy with the idea of you risking angering the Furies.” 

Erec could not help feeling excited, though. The time was right, and things 
had actually come together. He could do what he had been driven to do since he 
got his own soul back—free the other souls. And once he rescued Trevor—there 
had to be a way—then he could finally go home. He would be done. 

He looked at his Amulet of Virtues. The seventh segment had not lit up yet— 
but he was sure that it would after he did this. 

“One last thing you need.” Spartacus waved the spell book in front of him. 
“Learn that time-stopping spell.” 

Erec grabbed the book. He wouldn’t get far freeing the souls if he didn’t 
know this one—it was a big part of his plan. 


Time-Stopping Spell 


Not for the fainthearted, once mastered, this spell can be used for many 


purposes—the best of which is to have fun! How many times have you 
wanted to see what was written on the teacher’s answer key during a test . 
. . or your quarterly review that is hidden facedown on your boss’s desk 
during a meeting? With this time-stopping spell and a snap of your fingers, 
you can stroll over and take a peek at your leisure, and nobody will be the 
wiser. Bullied at school? Not for long, with this spell in your repertoire. As 
soon as someone starts to pick on you they will find themselves in front of 
the room with their pants down, or with a pie in their face. 


Some may use this spell to gain wealth the easy way. It can make the life 
of a criminal one of ease and comfort. Others may choose to do good and 
help others with their new powers. The choice is yours. This spell will 
magnify your influence on your world. 


There is a paradox to beware of, however! Be careful when you perform 
this little gem. If someone else in your universe performs this spell at the 
exact same time as you, time will stop for both of you. This will keep time 
stopped permanently, as nobody will be able to start it back up again. In 
this situation, it will be up to the Fates to fix things . . . if they desire to 
give humanity another shot after flubbing up completely. The best 
prevention for this is to not overuse the spell. 


This simple magic may not be usable by most—it is necessary to have a 
solid connection with the Substance in order to perform it. But for those 
who are able to use this, it can come in quite handy. Very few situations 
are not fixable by the simple stoppage of time. Even minor problems, such 
as being fired from a job, can be made pleasurable. Just use this spell, 
stand your boss up, put a few thumbtacks on his chair, and sit him back 
down. When you start time again, you will feel far better. 


Warning: Long-term stoppage of time is not recommended. If the user dies 
before starting time back up again, humanity will be on permanent hold. 


Rosco tapped the words at the bottom of the page: 
Warning: The Fates, as well as certain other supernatural creatures, are not 


susceptible to the stoppage of time, and will continue on with you during 
that fragment. 


“This means the Furies, I’m sure. I don’t know what your plan is, but if 
you’re going to stop time so you can get away with something in front of the 
Furies, it’s not going to work.” 

Erec thought about that for a moment. “That’s not it, exactly. We should be 
okay. I’m stopping time to trick the door of a storage facility—it’s alive and 
knows what’s going on.” Erec looked at the details of the spell. 


In order for the spell to work, you must obtain a talisman of a living foe. 
Very small foes such as mosquitoes generally will not work. The stronger 
the foe, the easier to work the spell. The talisman must be grasped firmly 
in the left hand, while holding a pair of sharp scissors in the right. After 
reading the words of the spell, the talisman and scissors may be discarded. 


This incantation does not need to be committed to memory. However, it is 
advised that you read and understand this page in its entirety. The spell 
may be said up to an hour in advance of time stoppage and may be 
performed silently. After it is recited, simply snap your fingers when you 
are ready for time to come to a halt for those around you. If you touch 
somebody while you snap, then they also will be immune to the time 
stoppage while everybody else appears frozen around you. Snap again 
when you are finished and time will immediately start back up—to the joy 
or dismay of those around you. 


TIGGLEDY PIGGLEDY HIGGLEDY POE 

I TOOKUND DE TALISMAN OFFEND A FOE 
MIRANDA, MIRACTRA, MINSTANSILO BLAST 
EUSTANCHIA MIRANCHIA TIME BALLIDO CAST 


At the bottom of the page were a number of provisions, including: 


If you are not adept at snapping your fingers, think twice before using this 
spell. Time may be stuck permanently if you cannot adequately snap to 
end it. 


Erec snapped his fingers a few times for practice, and had no problem at all. 
The spell was very different sounding from the other one he used. It almost 
sounded like a strange version of a nursery rhyme. “I guess Pl try it out now 
and make sure I can do it.” 

“I keep scissors with me in case I need to stop time.” Rosco handed them to 


Erec. “They’re pretty sharp, so you won’t have any problems.” 

Erec held one of Tarvos’s horns in his left hand and the scissors in his right. 
He read the spell out of the book—the last line was a little hard to pronounce, 
but he thought he had it right. Then he put the scissors and horn down. 

“T’m all loaded up and ready to go. I’d better see if this works.” Erec snapped 
his fingers. 

Everything froze. The look on Rosco’s face was comical, as if he was about 
to say something, or blow a kiss. Even Spartacus was paralyzed, floating in the 
air. 

What should he do? It seemed a shame to stop time and not change anything 
at all. He strolled around a bit, looking in drawers, but then he felt nosy. So 
instead he went in the kitchen, took sliced turkey out of the refrigerator, and 
made three sandwiches. He brought them back into the living room, sat down, 
and took a few bites before snapping his fingers. 

Rosco said, “I guess you should try here, but be careful.” 

“T already did it.” Erec grinned. 

Rosco looked at the sandwich in front of him in amazement. “You did, didn’t 
you? That was quick—TI mean, how much time did you spend? You had to make 
the sandwiches. . . .” 

“Not too long. It was amazing, though—it worked perfectly.” 

“Thanks for the food,” Spartacus said, laughing. “I’m not sure just what I’m 
supposed to do with it.” 

“Oops, sorry. I forgot about the ghost thing. Pl eat it for you.” Erec gulped 
down the extra sandwich, and copied the words of the time-stopping spell onto a 
scrap of paper. “I think it’s time for me and Spartacus to go see the Furies.” 

Saying the words made his stomach tighten. What would happen if he never 
came back? Everything was ready, but he was still afraid. Instead of thinking 
about what could go wrong, he tried to look ahead to being home with his family 
again. 


Rosco finally seemed to understand that he could not go to Alsatia with Erec and 
Spartacus, unless he wanted to die on Mercy’s Spike. As soon as Erec said he 
was ready, Spartacus put the scissors and horn into Erec’s pockets and zoomed 
them straight to Pinefort Jungle. 

Erec stood on the ledge and looked down at the giant spike. The sharp rock 
needle pointed up at him ominously, and it terrified him. As a spirit it had been 
interesting impaling himself and waiting to see what would happen. There had 
been nothing to lose—nothing that could hurt him. But now that he was alive, it 


was another story. 

His plan seemed solid, but there was some risk. He was going to morph into a 
soul so he would be safe. But once he body-planted himself on the deathly rock 
below him, if he somehow morphed back along the way, he’d be a goner. He 
would have to be really careful to stay a soul, and not say or think Nee-way. 
How long would he be able to remain in the form of a soul? 

But it was a risk he would have to take. Spartacus had given his own soul up 
for him, and hadn’t complained about it once. All of those other spirits and souls 
were suffering too, and Erec had promised that he would put an end to it. 

“I guess I should say the time-stopping spell now,” Erec said. “Then Pl just 
have to snap my fingers to start and stop it when we’re there.” 

Erec took the scissors out of his pocket and held one of Tarvos’s horns in his 
other hand. He fished out the spell and read it out loud. “Tiggledy Piggledy 
Higgledy Poe, I tookund de talisman offend a Foe, Miranda, miractra, 
minstansilo blast, Eustanchia miranchia time ballido cast.” He put the scissors 
and the horn away. “Hope that worked.” 

“We’ll see.” Spartacus looked down at the spike, knowing that Erec was 
afraid of it. “You go first,” he said gently. “That way Pll be here to help you.” 

Erec nodded. “What about this thing?” He held up the Calamitizer weapon 
that he had carried since he was in the Hinternom, training for Baskania’s army. 
“Do you think it will come with me? You never know if we might use it. But 
we'll definitely need that.” He pointed to the Rapid Transitator—Spartacus’s 
weapon that he kept slung over his shoulder. “You were able to bring that with 
you before.” 

Spartacus nodded. “Everything I had came right with me. Pll take your 
Calamitizer, just in case.” 

Erec handed it to Spartacus, then looked down at the looming spike of rock. It 
was time to try morphing into a soul. He closed his eyes and ran the word 
through his mind. Nee-way. 

Everything around him shot high into the air, growing a mile a minute. He 
was tiny again, and he lost sight of the spike. There were his massive armored 
legs again, all around him.... 

He was a spider again? This was not a time for mistakes. He had to get this 
right, and hope that there were no problems, because then it would be over for 
him forever... . 

Think about becoming a soul. Nee-way. 

Erec grew again, but with a funny feeling, like something huge was missing 
from him. He was wobbly and floating, as if he were perched on a tiny branch 
that could break any minute and send him plummeting. He was vulnerable, 


unprotected. 

“Let me help you.” Spartacus guided him down to the spike and pushed him 
all the way down to the middle. Soon he followed after Erec. 

Everything began to spin. The last time he had experienced this, as a spirit, it 
had not bothered him at all. But as a soul it was making him sick. He was dizzy 
and confused, and it seemed like it never was going to stop. Soon he could feel 
himself fly off of the spike and into the air, floating fast, and very far away. ... 


Alsatia looked completely different to Erec as a soul. Before it had seemed 
beautiful, like a vision from the deepest recesses of his imagination. Now, all 
around was nothing but barren rock. Deep crevices wound through it like cracks 
on the top of a tray of brownies. Maybe those were the spaces between the 
treetops that he had stepped over when he saw this place as the roof of a 
rainforest. 

Erec could sense immediately that there were no other lone souls here. This 
was a place for spirits whose souls were contained safely within them. Spartacus 
probably felt at odds here too, as a soulless spirit. 

Well, hopefully that would not last for long. There were three thousand 
suffering captives here, and by the end of the day they should all be free. That 
was, unless Erec and Spartacus failed. 

They had thought it through so well, though, and even practiced. The souls— 
poor things—were already bound together in a Substance Web from their last 
visit here. They would simply go into the storage facility, which they had already 
been given permission to enter by the Furies, and then Erec would stop time with 
his spell. Spartacus would use his Rapid Transitator to take the clump of souls 
and transport them within a fraction of a second as far away as he could. Then 
they would flee before starting time again, before the storage facility door was 
aware to even alert the Furies. 

Hopefully, the three Furies would get sucked straight to Tartarus as soon as 
the souls were free. They wouldn’t be able to chase Erec and the freed souls. But 
instead of being imprisoned, they would see that their jail had been busted open. 
They would be free, and then they would have no reason to be angry. 

Erec had thought about going straight to the Furies and asking them to release 
the souls themselves. But they would likely say no. Even if Tartarus could no 
longer contain them, they might feel that they owned the souls and want to keep 
them to be safe. If they knew Erec wanted to rescue the souls, he would be 
denied access and it would never work. 

But Erec could not go straight to the storage facility without the Furies 


knowing that he was there. So he had come up with a reason for their visit. 

“This way,” Spartacus said. “The Furies are past the rabbit burrow, in that 
huge hillside over there. This way—let’s go around the fox dens and those 
hedgehogs playing over there.” 

Erec decided not to tell Spartacus what the place they were in really looked 
like. Let him have his illusions. It must have been nicer than what Erec was 
seeing. They went over two hills of dark rock and entered a split crevice in the 
side of a stone cliff. 

Spartacus jumped over boulders and stepped around gaping cracks with ease, 
commenting now and then about the snake nests and frolicking bunnies. Erec 
wondered if Spartacus actually believed that snakes and baby bunnies were 
living together in peace. 

The three Furies were living in a cave that looked exactly like the one they 
had been locked into in Tartarus . . . except here the roof had been blown wide 
open. Erec remembered from before that they kept flying in and out of the place, 
and now he understood why. He figured it must feel great to have their freedom 
now. He supposed all of those eons locked away there made them want a place 
just like it . . . except wide open. 

This time, the Furies looked exactly how Erec remembered them from the 
first time they met. Even though they were not gorgeous princesses, or immense 
birds, they were even more impressive in their true forms. They were huge, 
mostly due to their gigantic faces. Batlike wings flapped behind them, extending 
from the backs of their heads. Under the wings were small feather-covered, 
human-shaped bodies that seemed too tiny to support their heads. Long, radiant 
curls swirled in the air behind them, flowing from their heads, limbs, backs, and 
wings. It was as if the hair had a life of its own—Alecto’s red, Tisiphone’s black, 
and Megaera’s white. 

But most impressive was their eyes, which pierced through Erec like knives. 
The energy that radiated from the superhuman creatures was breathtaking. It was 
as if they were far too immense to fit into their own bodies and were about to 
burst into supernovas right in front of him. When Erec had first met them, they 
were putting out so much anger that their feelings alone had almost flattened 
him. But now a calmness spread through the room. Was that from his influence, 
or was it Alsatia itself that was making them feel so much better? 

Erec reached instinctively for his Amulet of Virtues and the Twrch Trwyth 
that hung from chains around his neck. He was glad that even as a soul they had 
accompanied him here. He had to remember to keep his mind clear. Luckily, 
Alsatia made it harder for the Furies to read his mind, but they might if he raised 
their suspicions in any way. 


It all seemed good, but if Erec had known what would happen next, he might 
have turned right around and gone back home again. 


CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT 
A Hard Choice 





Crear YOUR MIND. CLEAR YOUR MIND. Erec wanted to do all that he could to make 


sure that the Furies did not read his thoughts. 

“Erec Rex and Spartacus Kilroy. Well, what a nice surprise. The only human 
we will waste our time with. And his friend.” Alecto seemed far calmer than 
Erec remembered her. 

“Look at that,” Megaera said with a laugh. “First he comes here as a spirit 
without a soul. After we send him back to life, he now returns as a soul without a 
spirit.” 

“What brings you two here?” Tisiphone asked. 

Erec was ready with his answer. “I’m really sorry to bother you, but I have a 
favor to ask. You three have been wonderful to me. You gave me my life back, 
and I am so thankful for that. But there is one more thing I would really love. 
Baskania made me sign a contract that would let him take my dragon eyes away 
from me whenever he wants them. Could you make that contract not work 
anymore?” 

He waited expectantly. It had seemed to Spartacus and him that this was the 
perfect excuse for their visit. Plus, Erec would be glad to keep his dragon eyes. 

“There is a problem with that, you know,” Tisiphone said. Her voice echoed 
through the cave. “You signed a blood oath. We can break it, of course, but it is 


the same issue as the pills that you asked us to remove from you before—the 
ones that let Baskania control you. He will be aware the moment those bonds are 
broken. It may be a problem, or it may not. But he will know that you have 
severed those connections with him.” 

“T don’t mind. I just want to keep my dragon eyes safe.” Erec had another 
idea. “And since you’re doing that, maybe you could remove that pill from both 
of us too. Baskania will know already something is up.” He tried to keep his 
mind blank beyond this thought. If this made enough sense, the Furies would 
probably not bother reading in further. 

“If that’s what you want.” Alecto smiled. It was amazing, Erec thought, 
seeing her happy in this form. The Furies really had changed. “It is done.” 

“Done?” Erec looked down at himself. Was it possible, so quickly? 

“Very possible,” Tisiphone said. “The contract with Baskania is no longer 
valid. And the pills are now gone forever.” 

Erec gulped. She had read his mind so easily. But they were only his surface 
thoughts. He had to keep the deeper ones hidden. .. . 

Megaera laughed. “Baskania knows already that something is up. But it’s 
funny—he’s all excited. Seems like he thinks that you are here to get your 
scepter from us and give it to him?” 

They all started laughing. 

“Like you would do that,” Alecto said. “You’re not crazy.” 

“Baskania thinks you are his protégé,” Tisiphone said. “He knows that we 
have helped you get out of your deal with him. But instead of being angry, he is 
thinking you are smart and crafty like he is. That man really likes you, Erec.” 

Erec tried to keep his mind a blank, but it was hard. What a crazy situation 
this was! His worst enemy was considering him a best friend, or a son. And Erec 
was the crafty one.... 

“You are the crafty one,” Tisiphone laughed. 

They were reading his mind so easily now. He had to keep it clear. But it was 
hard to make conversation with an empty head. “You are reading Baskania’s 
mind from here?” It wasn’t what he would have chosen to say—to call attention 
to their mind-reading abilities when he was trying to hide something—but he 
was not letting himself think freely. 

“Of course,” Megaera said. “Anytime we think of someone, we know what is 
going on in their head. Unless they are here in Alsatia. Then their thoughts are 
hidden, unless we make an effort.” 

Erec suddenly worried that the Furies might have thought of him before he 
was here, but he pushed that thought out of his head as well. It seemed best to 
change the subject before they demonstrated their mind-reading skills on him or 


Spartacus. “Thank you so much for letting me keep my eyes. . . and giving 
Spartacus and me our freedom! I’m glad you seem to be happy here. Do you 
think you’re going to stay in Alsatia, then?” 

“We’ve just been speaking about that,” Alecto said. “When we first arrived, 
right after you freed us with your own personal sacrifice, we still had some anger 
and jealousy. But the peace you showed us with your Awen of Harmony let us 
get past all of that. We realized the only way to have the kind of life we want is 
to forgive, and to think about the future instead of the past. 

“We came to Alsatia to have privacy from our sisters, the Fates. They were 
aware of that—it was no secret. We needed time to clear our heads and decide 
what to do. This is also thanks to you. We would not have even given ourselves 
this gift of time had it not been for your influence. It has been difficult, though, 
to decide how to handle our long imprisonment from the Fates. It is a hard thing 
to forgive.” 

“But we have a goal now, you know?” Megaera chirped. “To feel good again, 
like you showed us with your Awen charm.” 

Erec was amazed that, as a single human being, he could have had influence 
over these great creatures. And he also felt like a heel doing something they 
would not like behind their backs. But at least it would not end up hurting them 
in the long run. 

“There is one other thing,” Erec threw in. “When we are here, is it okay for us 
to visit the souls again in your storage facility? Spartacus is missing his.” This 
was where keeping a blank mind was the most important—Erec hoped Spartacus 
was able to do it as well. 

Tisiphone frowned. “Seeing your soul will just make things harder, Spartacus, 
when you leave again.” 

“T don’t think so.” Spartacus shook his head with a smile. “I’m happy to just 
visit it for a little while. I really want to see it, you know.” 

Tisiphone would have none of it. “No. That is not a good reason to be with 
your soul again. It would not end well for you.” 

She sounded final. This was not what they had expected, and unfortunately 
they had not thought of a back-up plan. Erec had to get back into that storage 
facility again. .. . “I thought that Spartacus could have his soul back again for a 
while. I’m going to make a trade with him, and Pl stay in there until he’s had 
some time with his own soul again.” 

Spartacus turned to him sharply, surprised. This was not part of the plan. 

“That is very kind of you,” Alecto said. “But you are a giving person.” She 
smiled. “I will allow you to both do this one time only. It is not good to become 
dependent on having your soul back. But for Erec—go ahead, spend as much 


time as you like. And whenever your friend Spartacus wants to come back for 
you, we will welcome him.” 

They thanked the Furies and went down what had previously looked like 
stairs—and now looked to Erec like a jagged slope in the cave rock—to the 
storage facility. Spartacus remembered the way, even though this place now 
looked like a forest glen to him. Soon they were at the bottom in a craterlike 
cavern. A round trapdoor sat in the center, sparkling and glittery. This was the 
only thing that looked the same as it had before—and it was completely out of 
place in the stone. Erec knocked, and the door swung open. 

First Spartacus, then Erec descended into the darkness of the storage facility. 
The door swung shut behind them, leaving them in complete blackness. The 
souls inside were still bound together in a tight Substance Web. Most of them 
were crying, scared. It had been bad enough being locked up here, away from 
their spirits. But now they were held tight, with no space to move. Erec could see 
how badly frightened they were. 

Never was he more glad that he had come back to free them. These beings did 
not deserve an eternity of suffering. As a fellow soul, he felt for them even more 
than before. 

And they looked different to him too. Last time they were like sticky, goopy 
globs that fastened themselves onto him, like leeches. But now they glowed in 
all the colors of the rainbow, astoundingly beautiful. He wondered if he looked 
that way to them. 

“Are you ready?” Spartacus winked. One of his hands was on the door, ready 
to knock. 

“No!” Erec rushed to his side. “Wait a minute. There is something we need to 
talk about. You were going to go to the Furies or Aoquesth after this, so they 
would destroy you. So you wouldn’t be in service to Baskania forever. But now 
the pill is gone—” 

Spartacus nodded. “I know. Thanks, Erec. You saved me from that. Now if I 
get my soul back, I’m free. I hope it’s easy to find after we release them, but PI 
keep looking.” 

“What are you going to do then?” 

Spartacus smiled. “I guess what I was meant to do from the beginning. Go 
wherever I’m supposed to go. Spirit and soul together.” 

Erec felt a huge weight lift. Spartacus would be saved. “Thanks for 
everything. I couldn’t have done any of this without you.” 

“My pleasure, kid. Pd give you a hug, it’s just that . . . you know.” 

Erec laughed. As Spartacus was a spirit without a soul, and Erec was a soul 
without a spirit, a hug wouldn’t be the best idea. “I’m going to miss you, 


Spartacus.” 

“Miss you too, kid.” He ruffled Erec’s hair—or the gummy part of the top of 
his head where hair once had been. 

“All right. Let’s do this.” 

Spartacus knocked on the door and waited for it to swing open. 

Erec looked at his fingers, and wondered for the first time if they would even 
snap, now that he was a bodiless soul. There was only one way to find out. He 
grabbed Spartacus by the wrist so that he would not be affected if time stopped. 
Then Erec pressed his thumb and middle finger together and snapped. . . . 

The squirming, crying souls froze. The room was silent. 

Moving fast, Spartacus pointed his Rapid Transitator to the mass of souls and 
pulled the trigger. He then aimed outside of the door and shot again, aiming at 
the far wall and concentrating. Then he pulled the trigger again. In a flash, all of 
the souls disappeared from the dark room. The door of the storage facility did 
not slam shut or react at all, so time must have stopped for it as well. When Erec 
turned to look, the souls were in the cave now, outside of the storage facility, still 
motionless. It had worked! Erec could not believe it. 

Spartacus took off his jacket, and underneath were rows of rocket-propelled 
grenades strapped to each arm. A grin lit up his face as he spread them like 
wings. “Stand back, kid. Here goes nothing.” In a moment, streams of grenades 
flew through the air and blew chunks out of the side of the cave. “Woo-hoo!” He 
grinned, bounding forward to the gap. He took aim once more at the group of 
souls and then fired, shooting another time far away through the hole in the 
cavern. 

The souls were gone. Spartacus bolted through the cracks in the cave after 
them. The Substance Web still bound them together, but Spartacus could release 
them by cutting the web with a silver knife. That way they wouldn’t drift too far 
apart before Spartacus found his own soul. 

Loud, agonized howls filled the cave. It was happening. Erec snapped his 
fingers to restart time. It obviously had not paused for the Furies, whose wails 
were shaking the cavern. Rocks broke from the walls and cracked on the floor 
around him. 

He had to get out, fast. Erec sped toward the hole that Spartacus blasted 
through the wall, sharp rock scraping against his fingertips. He was almost there 
...so close... 

But it was taking too long. Something was sucking him in the wrong 
direction. He flew backward up the cut slope of the cave and straight to the large 
open rocky platform where the three Furies stood. 

Cracks shot up the stone columns and through the remaining walls. Boulders 


tumbled to the ground, barely missing Erec as they rolled by, crashing into 
hundreds of pieces. 

One moment later, the bundle of terrified, writhing souls was before them as 
well. 

Erec closed his eyes in disgrace. He had made a complete mess of things, and 
had solved nothing at all. 

At least Tartarus was busted open. 

The Furies screeched in despair, their voices ear-shattering. Alecto’s long red 
hair stood behind her like flames. Erec took one glance at her face and had to 
look away. The anger seething from her was too much to take. 

She screamed, shrilly, in the voice from when they first met. “You deceived 
us! We trusted you, a mere stupid human, because you showed us something 
good. I didn’t even bother reading your mind when you came here. But you 
tricked us. You stole our souls and condemned us to a life of torture!” 

“Wait!” Erec pleaded. “You have the souls back . . . and I fixed Tartarus so 
you can get out any time you want... .” 

A powerful wind blew through the cave, sweeping Erec off of his feet. The 
Furies’ hair stood straight on end, pulled by the wind, and rocks flew up into the 
air currents. Someone grabbed Erec around the middle—was it Tisiphone? Her 
hand had grown, and the Furies were huge now compared to before. 

All three Furies were yanked into the air, Erec in Tisiphone’s grasp. They 
tumbled and sailed into a bright light . . . and then darkness. 

The squeezing fingers released Erec, and he tumbled onto the hard stone floor 
of another cave. This one looked familiar. . . . 

It was Tartarus. The first place that he had ever seen the Furies. The place 
where he had given his life for them. And here it was. 

Intact. 

Not even a tiny hole had broken through the prison here. There was not one 
pebble on the ground. All of the might that Spartacus mustered, all of it 
magnified by thousands, had not made even a single crack in Tartarus. 

The Furies gazed around them in despair, howling with rage and sadness. The 
souls struggled against their web, confused and miserable. 

And Erec had done all of this. He had taken these immensely powerful, 
supernatural creatures from their home, where they were learning to get along 
with the world, and put them into a place of eternal misery and captivity. Even 
the souls were no better off... . 

“You are right,” Megaera snarled. “This is all your fault.” 

On top of it, as they were no longer in Alsatia. The Furies would read his 
every thought with no effort. There was nothing he could do now. He sank to the 


floor in shock. 

But one thing did not make sense. If all of the souls were here, why were they 
still captives in Tartarus, then? 

“Because,” Tisiphone snarled. “They’re not all here. Your friend, Spartacus,” 
she spit the name out, “managed to get his own soul out, as well as one other, 
before we took this group back. If it didn’t happen so fast, I would have figured 
it out and caught them, too.” 

Spartacus got his soul back? That was one thing for Erec to feel great about. 
He deserved it. 

But if he only hadn’t, then the Furies would still be free. And Erec would still 
be free. And the Furies would not hate humanity again and want to kill everyone. 
And the world would not be in danger when Baskania decided to release the 
Furies in trade for them serving him. It would take only a few more souls and the 
Furies would be out again. 

What would they do to Erec, in the meantime? Wipe him off the face of the 
planet? No... he was a soul now. They would use him with the other souls for 
their escape from this place. Maybe if Baskania gave them an extra they would 
destroy him. If not, he could look forward to an eternity as a hostage in a dark 
room, missing the rest of himself. 

“You are correct, Erec,” Alecto said. “You have made a lot of big mistakes.” 

Erec was surprised that her voice sounded calm. He looked up at the Furies in 
wonder. 

They were no longer screaming. In fact, they almost looked peaceful. Their 
bodies were smaller, their bat-wings calmly flicking behind them. 

This was as much of a shock as the fact that Tartarus was still in one piece. 

Alecto spoke. “People aren’t perfect. Even we are not perfect, so how could 
we expect it from you? The only thing I want from you is goodness, and that you 
still have. You have caused us problems, Erec. Bigger problems than you know. 
I, for one, will not accept any favors from Baskania. He would demand we 
promise him something in return, and we do not go back on promises. So, even 
though we are only one soul short of escape, we are likely going to remain here 
for eternity, unless a stray soul happens to wander by.” 

Erec’s heart sank. There went his last chance to ever see the light of day 
again. But, then again, this was excellent news. The Furies were not going to 
help Baskania. Erec waited, still trying to gauge how angry they were. 

“You were a stupid boy.” Tisiphone shook her giant head. “But we were 
stupid as well.” 

“Now, now, Tisi,” Megaera said. “Don’t be so hard on us. Or him. He’s just a 
boy.” 


Erec felt even worse. He had put them in a horrible situation . . . and the 
Furies were being so nice about it. Erec deserved to be demolished after this 
disaster he caused. 

“Listen to him,” Megaera said. “He thought it would be different. He actually 
thought this place would be blown open so we wouldn’t be trapped.” 

They all began to laugh, which really shocked Erec. For a moment, they 
almost sounded like their sisters, the three Fates. 

Tisiphone giggled. “As if some human spell could break though bonds that 
we couldn’t escape from.” 

When she said that, Erec realized how stupid he had been. What was he 
thinking? 

“The kid wasn’t against us,” Alecto said. 

“Not much good that does us,” Tisiphone commented. 

Erec had the unnerving feeling that he was eavesdropping on a private 
conversation, but there was nowhere he could go. This was the way it would be 
forever—Erec listening in on the Furies’ conversations until they finally 
happened on another soul for their release. He thought about trying to morph 
himself back, but he realized that wouldn’t really change anything. 

No, he would never be free. He would remain a prisoner of theirs for eternity, 
keeping them from returning back to Tartarus the next time. 

Erec thought of the last time he had been in this cave. At least he had done 
the right thing then. By just using the correct Awen on his Twrch Trwyth chain 
he had been able to show them what peace and harmony were like. The Twrch 
Trwyth was powerful enough to even help the Furies. . . . 

And it was still hanging around his neck! What Awen balls were left there? 
Erec tried to remember. He felt for the boar-shaped glass vial and the three 
crystal balls that were remaining on it: the Awen of Knowledge, Beauty, and 
Creation. 

Maybe one would work now in some way? The Awen of Knowledge would 
let Erec know exactly what he should do right now. And it also would tell the 
Furies what they needed to know. It might be the perfect thing. .. . 

“Are you insulting us?” Tisiphone asked him. 

“Huh?” Erec was confused. 

“You think that we don’t know what to do? That your Awen of Knowledge is 
something that will tell us something that we haven’t thought of already?” 

Erec realized it sounded ridiculous. “Sorry.” 

“Our heads are not clouded by anger now, so we can think clearly. We are 
able to look at all sides of this—which is why we are not going to leave here as 
soon as we could. Because we don’t want to owe Baskania. Your Awen of 


Knowledge would add nothing for us, or for you. You have nothing else to do.” 

It would be a long eternity of the Furies reading his every thought and putting 
them all down. Why would Erec try to change things if they already knew it was 
impossible? He tried to imagine settling in here, floating in the air forever, lonely 
without his spirit. Right now it wasn’t so bad, but given time he would soon be 
grieving his lost parts. The other souls here were miserable. Which reminded 
him— 

“Could you please take the Substance Net off of the souls? They’re feeling 
worse all bound up.” 

Alecto nodded. “He is right. There is no need for these poor beings to suffer 
even more.” She paused. “It’s funny, when we were collecting souls the last time 
we were here, I don’t remember noticing they were upset.” 

Megaera nodded. “How could we? We were much too upset ourselves to see 
it.” 

There was silence for a moment. Then the Substance Web was broken. The 
souls drifted apart with relief. Now the colors inside each one shimmered even 
more. They were truly beautiful. 

The Furies were watching them too. “I’m not sure it’s right,” Tisiphone said. 

“I know.” Alecto’s curls waved around her face with a life of their own. 
“They will be sad forever with us.” 

Erec wondered what they were considering. Surely the Furies would not 
volunteer to stay in this prison forever just to free this group of souls. Would 


they? 

“You know,” Tisiphone said. “We never finished that discussion from the 
other day.” 

Megaera nodded. 


Alecto said, “I wonder if we ever would have. It wasn’t bad there, in Alsatia. 
We might have gone on forever that way.” 

Megaera looked wistful. “Now we may have to go on forever this way.” 

Hearing that made Erec feel worse. He had ruined everything. 

“T suppose it doesn’t matter now.” Alecto had a strange look on her face. “But 
for completeness, I want to decide what to do. No more putting it off, sisters. It’s 
time to make a choice.” 

Megaera yawned. “Already? It seems so early for all of that.” 

But Tisiphone agreed. “We should have done it right away when we got to 
Alsatia. We had freedom there, and privacy.” 

“But what good was the freedom?” Alecto said. “What did we do with it? 
What were we going to do?” 


Tisiphone nodded. “Exactly.” 

Erec wished that he understood. It was like the Furies were having a 
conversation that made sense to everyone except for him. 

Alecto sighed. “Must you think so loud, Erec Rex? We are talking about what 
our plans will be once we are free again. If we are ever free again.” 

“Do you mean when you get the extra soul and you can leave here?” 

“If we leave here. Now that we’re all calm—again thanks to your first visit— 
we feel that there would need to be a good reason for us to leave. Otherwise it 
would not be worth causing these souls to suffer forever. Looking at them with 
fresh eyes, I feel rather bad for them.” 

Erec could not believe his ears. They were valuing the lives of the souls more 
than their own? 

“Not more than our own,” Tisiphone explained. “But valuing them 
nonetheless. What were we doing with our freedom, anyway? Not much more 
than we are doing here. Yes, it’s a bit claustrophobic.” She looked around. “But 
at the same time, it’s home.” 

“Tt would be nice to fly in and out, though,” Megaera said. 

“Tt would,” Alecto agreed. “But at the price of these beings?” She gestured to 
the souls. 

“Ts that what you are trying to decide, then?” Erec was trying to fit the pieces 
of their conversation together. 

“No,” Tisiphone smiled. “That is something that we all agree on. We will 
only keep the souls and try to leave if there is a good reason. There is something 
else, though, that we have put off discussing. It is important, even if we stay here 
forever. It’s... our plan.” 

“Your plan for what?” Erec was confused. 

“What to do when we get out,” Alecto said. “If we get out.” 

Erec had no idea what they were talking about. “Didn’t you say that you 
weren’t doing much when you were free in Alsatia?” 

“We hadn’t decided yet,” Megaera said. 

It seemed that the conversation was going in circles. Doing what? Planning 
what? 

Tisiphone looked at Erec sternly. “It has to do with our sisters. The Fates. We 
had not yet decided if we should forgive them.” 

“T still think that there is no rush,” Megaera said. 

“But there is a rush,” Alecto disagreed. “It is not as easy living here as it was 
in Alsatia. Now that we are here, it won’t feel right to be in limbo like we’ve 
been. Our minds won’t be right until we answer this question. And our minds are 


all we have here. I’m tired of waiting. The choice is simple—do we take revenge 
against the Fates for imprisoning us? In this case we will keep the souls until we 
find one more, let our anger build, then fight until victory is ours. Or should we 
forgive our sisters and move on with life? Then we will set these poor souls free 
and resign ourselves to an eternity in Tartarus.” 

It seemed a terrible choice either way. Who would commit themselves to an 
eternal life sentence in jail? But then again, the other option of fighting the Fates 
sounded just as awful. Violence, death . . . but what was worse, that or eternal 
captivity? 

Alecto laughed. “Erec here has a keen grasp of our situation. But there is one 
thing you are missing, Erec.” 

“What’s that?” 

“Happiness. You showed that to us, remember? It may have been brief, but 
you gave us a taste of the way things should be when you used the Awen of 
Harmony in this very cave. You may not realize it, but that little glimpse of 
contentment changed everything for me—for us. It has become our goal now. 
Why choose strife and anger if it will only take us further from our purpose? 
Happiness can be attained anywhere, not just in a place of beauty or freedom.” 

“And unhappiness can be attained anywhere too,” Megaera added. “We had 
unhappiness when we were free, long before the Fates locked us here.” 

“What would you do, Erec?” Alecto asked. 

Erec could not believe his ears. The three Furies—these intensely powerful 
creatures—were asking his opinion? He thought hard for a minute. What would 
he do? He knew how bad it felt to be wronged, and how hard that was to let go. 
Also he could not begin to imagine signing up to be locked away forever. But he 
kept coming back to one thing. “It’s terrible to think about. I would hate being in 
your shoes, and I’m sure I wouldn’t handle it as well as you. But I wouldn’t have 
a choice. I would be stuck here, miserable, forever. There’s no way I could 
choose freedom at the expense of three thousand others, so I would free the 
souls. And I wouldn’t even want to hurt sisters that I was so angry at. I’d forgive 
them, or just avoid them, maybe. But that’s just me.” 

The Furies looked at each other silently. Finally, Alecto said, “I think Erec 
spoke for all of us.” 

One of Megaera’s eyebrows shot up. “Wouldn’t it be odd, and funny, if the 
Fates locked us here for that reason—so that we would eventually figure this 
out?” 

“That sounds like them, you know,” Alecto said. 

Tisiphone giggled. “You know, this decision has made me feel better already, 
like I’m a million years younger.” 


Suddenly, the three started laughing. Their glee was so contagious that Erec 
and many of the other souls floating around the room found themselves 
chuckling along. 

Their laughter grew and grew until the entire cave began to shake. The Furies 
were growing, enlarging in size until they took up most of the cave. 

“So, we’ve decided then, sisters?” Alecto asked. 

The other two nodded. 

“Tt’s a deal, then. Erec, thank you for everything. We are letting you go, along 
with the rest of the souls here. We Furies have learned our lesson—and from a 
little boy, no less.” 

A ray of sunlight fell on Erec. It looked like a spotlight, as if Erec had just 
taken center stage and was about to burst into song. But there was no stage... 
so where was the light coming from? 

They all looked up. A large crack was forming in the ceiling of Tartarus. It 
grew larger until chunks of rock began to clatter all around them. The sun shone 
heavily all around them now, causing the Furies to sparkle with radiance. 

Nobody spoke, but all eyes were glued to the roof of the cave. It was as 
though they were witnessing a miracle. Tartarus was breaking open. And none of 
them had done a thing to make it happen. Erec had just talked to the Furies, 
giving his opinion. They had just agreed with him and made a decision. . . . 

So, that was it, then? Their decision had broken Tartarus open? 

The three Furies gazed at one another in wonderment. The Fates were letting 
them go. Erec wondered if this place was programmed to cave in once the Furies 
decided to live in peace. Or maybe the Fates were listening as they spoke, and 
chose to give the Furies their freedom. Erec had no idea, but he was sure they 
had a hand in what was going on. 

Chunks of rock dropped in larger pieces, shattering as they fell and filling in 
the cave with boulders and soot. The souls were taking last looks at the Furies 
before darting through the opening in search of their long-lost spirits. Erec hoped 
they all found them. Watching them leave, he felt a hot burst of longing for his 
own spirit and body. He thought the word Nee-way and tried to morph back, but 
nothing happened. 

Maybe he had to return through Mercy’s Spike in Alsatia before he could 
return to his normal form. But instead of going now, he remained with the Furies 
a little longer. Even though the roof of their former prison was completely open 
now, they still stayed as if glued to the spot. 

Alecto looked up at the blue sky overhead. “We have it all now, sisters. 
Freedom and happiness. And that is thanks to the Fates, and to Erec Rex. We 
would never have seen what we needed to if it wasn’t for you. And we would 


never have listened to you if our sisters had not locked us away for a while.” 

Tisiphone’s mouth was open in awe. “This is the greatest gift of all.” 

Megaera just laughed, and her laughter caught on with her sisters and then 
Erec, until all of them were lost in a sea of merriment. If Erec had his human 
body he would have been gasping, his sides hurting from laughing so hard. 

When they finally calmed down, Alecto said, “Erec, thank you again. You 
have freed the souls here, and you have freed us forever. You will always be 
special to us.” 

“Look, he is missing his body and spirit,” Tisiphone said. 

“TIl take care of that. It’s my pleasure,” Alecto said. 

In a blink, Erec was whole again—body, spirit, and soul. It felt so good. He 
had almost forgotten what it was like to be covered by a solid frame, not drifting, 
missing his other parts. The only problem was that since he was no longer a 
floating soul, the big chunks of rock rolling down the cave walls and smashing 
around him were now dangerous and scary. 

“We’ll get you out of here,” Tisiphone said. “You might not be seeing us 
again. But we’ll always remember you, Erec. Wish us goodbye, and then I think 
it’s time for you to have a rest with your family.” 

Before Erec could say good-bye, the cave was gone in a blink. He was in a 
room inside . . . somewhere. It was deathly quiet compared to the loud avalanche 
he had just been in. Things around him seemed soft and comfortable. The bed he 
was on was covered with pillows. But even though he was safe, Erec felt empty. 

The Furies were much larger than life. They were so awe-inspiring that he 
had been a tiny, meaningless grain of sand in their presence. They were so 
terrifying that nothing else should ever intimidate him again. They were so 
brilliant that they made humans look like ants, trailing after one another in 
mindless streams. Yet, at the same time, they were flawed, which made Erec 
realize that even the best that the world has to offer is still not perfect. 

He would miss them. 


CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE 
The Other Scepter 






X 


Beruany WAS IN THE LIBRARY bent over a stack of books. Erec watched her for a 


moment before he realized that she wasn’t reading at all. Tears fell from her 
cheeks onto the open pages, and her shoulders shook. 

He rushed over to comfort her, careful not to make her jump in surprise. 
“Bethany? Are you okay?” 

She sniffed, then threw her arms around him. “Erec! You’re back!” She 
hugged him a minute before asking, “How’s Trevor?” 

Erec’s heart sank. He had felt so good, so relieved about the souls and getting 
his own body back in one piece. He had thought that he would be stuck in 
Tartarus forever, and never see his family again. But thinking about poor Trevor 
brought all the sadness back. It was time to get him away from Baskania. 

“T haven’t seen him. I was just locked away in Tartarus with the Furies.” He 
told Bethany everything that had happened. 


She gazed at him in awe. “I can’t believe they got out of there. So everything 
worked out, then.” 

Erec nodded, still dumbfounded at the turn of events. “Yeah. It all worked out 
just right.” 

“Look!” Bethany picked up his Amulet of Virtues and showed it to him. 
“Your seventh segment is lit up!” 

And it was. The seventh pie slice on his gold disc glowed a bright, sparkly 
gold, with a small black symbol printed on it. Erec closed his eyes and made his 
dragon eyes come forward. When he opened them, the room was green and he 
could see thick tangles of the Substance hanging in the air. He was now able to 
read what the symbol said. 

“Bravery.” 

He laughed right away, then thought about that for a while, letting his regular 
eyes slip back into place. Had he been particularly brave? He guessed that he 
had—going to his death like the Fates had told him to do. He had not put his 
own safety first when he tried to save the captive souls. He was terrified the 
whole time, but he just didn’t let it stop him. 

He smiled a minute, thinking that maybe he did deserve to be called brave. 

But then he remembered about Trevor and his smile went away. It was time to 
save him. 

“What did you see in the future about Trevor?” Bethany asked. “He was still 
alive when you went back, right?” 

“He was, but he wasn’t looking good. For some reason I was still Baskania’s 
friend in that vision. I was giving him the scepter, which is hard to believe. But, 
you know what was weird? I told him that I had gotten it back from the Furies 
for him. That doesn’t even make sense. The Furies never had the scepter to begin 
with. It was just something I made up so he would leave me alone for a while.” 

Bethany frowned in thought. “So, in your vision you were telling Baskania a 
lie. Maybe you weren’t under his spell, then. I wonder if it was some sort of 
plan.” 

“Why would I give Baskania the scepter as part of a plan?” 

“Maybe so you could get back in there? You want him on your side to help 
get Trevor out.” 

That actually made a lot of sense. Baskania was fully aware that Erec had 
removed the influence of the pill from himself and from Spartacus, and also that 
Erec broke his blood oath that let Baskania take his dragon eyes from him. 
Baskania might also know that the Furies had gone back to Tartarus and had 
been freed forever—Erec wasn’t sure about that. And he was expecting to get 
that scepter back from Erec now. 


If Erec sauntered in and tried to kidnap Trevor from the Inner Sanctum it 
might not go well. But if he came with the scepter as a gift... 

“But that would be crazy,” Erec said. “Yeah, I’d get Trevor out of there. I saw 
in the vision that Baskania will get totally absorbed with the scepter. I could 
probably do anything then. But how can I give it to him? I just can’t—” 

“T know!” Bethany bounced up and down in her chair, excited. “We could use 
the fake scepter! Then it won’t matter if he keeps it.” 

“That sounds great—but he would realize that it was a phony right away. And 
we’d never get out of there, then.” 

“T could program it to work for him.” Her eyes sparkled. It made Erec happy 
to see her feeling better, even though he was skeptical. “It can’t be as powerful 
as the real scepter, but it does work. Remember how Cutie Pie filled that whole 
room with sardines? I mean, if it does things for him, then he won’t get 
suspicious right away. Maybe that will be enough. You could even make a trade 
for Trevor that way.” 

Erec thought about making a trade. That might work, but it would blow his 
cover as Baskania’s protégé. If Baskania considered Erec a friend he could get 
away with more... . 

Was that possible, though? Baskania had forgiven him for stealing the Master 
Shem—in fact, it seemed he liked Erec even better after that. He was proud that 
Erec was crafty and wily like he was. And he wasn’t afraid that Erec would 
really get away with anything if he was watching over him. 

That was it. He would go back to Baskania with the peace offering of a 
scepter—only it would be the fake scepter. When he was there, he would plan an 
escape for Trevor. Maybe Baskania would think that Trevor had been killed, but 
really Erec could secrete him away. ... 

“The trash compactor!” 

“What?” Bethany looked completely confused. 

“T need to figure out a way to make Baskania think that I’m getting rid of 
Trevor for good, when I’m really sneaking him out of there. In my vision I gave 
Baskania the scepter—and it worked for him—and then got Trevor into some 
kind of trash compactor. That would be perfect. I could sneak him out in that 
thing.” 

“Tt doesn’t sound safe at all. What if it gets turned on and smashes him?” 

“T know. But it has to look like we’re really doing away with him for good.” 

Erec wished that Spartacus was still around to help him. It was so much easier 
to do things with a silent, powerful, invisible friend. He would always miss him. 

“And what makes you think that I’d leave you high and dry?” 

Erec almost fainted when he heard Spartacus’s voice. “Is that really you?” He 


looked around, and there stood Spartacus right behind him. He jumped up and 
threw his arms around his friend, forgetting that they would sail right through 
him. 

Bethany watched Erec clap his arms together with a big grin on his face, and 
looked at him like he was crazy. “What are you doing?” 

“Spartacus is back!” 

“T never left. Thanks to you I have my soul again. I can’t believe how 
amazing it feels to be in one piece. And I don’t have to be Baskania’s servant 
anymore, since that pill is gone. I’m free, the way I’m supposed to be. I couldn’t 
be better.” 

“Did you hear what happened with the Furies?” 

“T did—as soon as you disappeared I tracked you to Tartarus. I was waiting 
outside, trying to figure out how I could possibly rescue you. But there was no 
way I could get in without the Furies taking my soul and escaping, so I just 
waited and listened.” 

“Why didn’t you go on to... wherever you’re supposed to go?” 

“That’s the funny thing about being a ghost. When there is something left 
unresolved, you have the choice to stay around for a while and help settle it. So, 
that’s what I’m doing.” 

“You’re staying on earth to help me?” 

“Of course. You helped me, didn’t you?” 

“Wow. Thanks.” Erec was at a loss for words. 

Bethany chimed in. “Spartacus is going to help rescue Trevor? Thank you, 
Spartacus!” She hugged the air near where Erec tried to hug Spartacus. Erec 
laughed when he saw that she was hugging the space next to the ghost, one of 
her arms passing through his midsection. 

“Wait a minute.” Erec had a sobering thought. “Baskania is going to want my 
eyes again when I’m there. He knows that his contract with me for the eyes is 
void, so there is no way that he’ll let me out of there with them again.” 

“Could you just sneak out fast with Trevor after he has the scepter?” Bethany 
asked. 

“T don’t think so. This whole thing is a game, and the minute he suspects that 
I’m faking, then it’s up.” Erec’s heart sank. He remembered that in his vision of 
the future everything had gone black. He was going to have to trade his eyes for 
his brother. It was as simple as that. 

But really, that was no choice. He would just learn to live with it. “Spartacus? 
Could you make sure that there is a trash compactor in Baskania’s Inner 
Sanctum? I saw it when I looked into the future, so there should be one there.” 

“Yup. If not, then Pll put one in. And Pll scan the place to see where we can 


sneak Trevor out.” 

“Thanks.” 

Spartacus disappeared. 

Bethany was all smiles. “I thought I’d never see either of you again. Now 
everything seems like it will be perfect.” 

Erec wasn’t so sure that it would turn out perfect at all. In fact, there was a 
good chance he would never see Bethany again—even if he did make it back 
home. 


Bethany pulled the fake scepter out of her closet. Erec was surprised she had 
brought it with her. 

“T never leave magical objects behind, even silly things like this. But I did 
take Cutie Pie’s hair out of its base, so it won’t work for her anymore. She was 
getting fat from the sardines, and she completely stunk up the apartment.” 

“How does it work again?” 

“The Druids said that all I have to do is put a few hairs in here and then it will 
work only for that person. . . .” She froze, staring at the thing. “Wait a minute. 
How are we going to get Baskania’s hairs?” Her smile disappeared. 

Erec thought about it. “Maybe Spartacus could yank some before he comes 
back? Or find Baskania’s hairbrush somewhere?” 

It seemed hard to imagine that Baskania ever brushed his hair or did anything 
that mundane. He probably fixed it magically with a permanent spell. What if his 
hairs were inaccessible?” 

But Bethany was happy again. “Great thinking, Erec! All we need is to put it 
in—” 

“Wait! I have a much better idea!” Erec had used scepters enough to realize 
that there were ways of getting around problems like this. “We’ll use one of your 
hairs. You command the scepter, and tell it that it should do what Baskania orders 
it to do. That way you can tell it to only work for him for a short time. Maybe 
twenty minutes—long enough for us to get out of there safely. And then you can 
tell the scepter to fly away from him and come right back here to us.” 

“That’s a great idea! Then he won’t be able to keep it. Who knows if he’ll be 
able to get much magic out of the thing, but I’d rather not leave it with him too 
long just in case.” 

Another idea perked Erec up. “I’m going to give Baskania my dragon eyes. I 
have to—it’s the only way that I can convince him to trust me. If I don’t, he’ll 
just take them anyway. Let’s program the scepter to get my eyes back when it 
leaves Baskania, and put them back into me.” 


Bethany looked dubious. “You would trust this joke scepter with something 
as important as your eyes?” 

“T don’t have a choice. We have to give it a try.” 

Bethany stared at him. “You’re really serious, aren’t you? I can’t imagine 
giving up my vision.” 

A look passed between the two of them, and Bethany nodded solemnly. She 
plucked two hairs from her head and slid them into the small slot at the base of 
the scepter. Erec marveled at how much it resembled his own. But when he put 
out a finger to touch it, he felt nothing at all, instead of the massive drawing 
power that the other held over him. 

“That should do it,” Bethany looked it over. “Let’s see. I guess I just tell it 
what to do?” 

“Try it.” 

“Okay. Scepter, Erec is going to bring you to Baskania. When Baskania takes 
you, then you are to do whatever he commands you to, just like you are his 
scepter. But in twenty minutes, you need to come straight back here to me. 
Okay? And also, if Baskania takes Erec’s eyes when he’s there, you need to take 
his eyes back from Baskania twenty minutes later and put them right back in 
Erec—and make sure that they work for him again too. Then you can go back to 
not doing anything again, and just stay in my closet. And make my hairs 
disappear from you then, so nobody can make you do anything until we plan it 
next.” 

All of a sudden, Bethany’s eyes bugged out. Her hands spasmed on the 
scepter as if she was being electrocuted, and her hair blew around her head like 
the Furies’. 

Erec didn’t know what to do. Was the thing backfiring or blowing a circuit? 
He tried to yank it from her hands, but her grip on it was far too strong. It didn’t 
even look like she noticed he was trying. Finally, her face relaxed, and in a burst 
of energy Erec ripped the scepter from her grip. 

Bethany spun around and glared at him with a look of pure hate. It made him 
jump—he had never seen her like that before. But then she calmed down and 
looked embarrassed. “I’m sorry. I don’t know what came over me. Why were 
you trying to take my scepter away?” 

“T wasn’t. But it looked like it was hurting you, so I thought I better get it out 
of your hands.” 

“Tt didn’t hurt. I could feel the magic working, though. It kind of felt... 
good.” 

“T know all about that.” He laughed. “Just don’t do it again. Even if this is just 
a fake one, it still might be addicting.” 


She smiled. “I know that it worked, though. It kind of told me that. So I think 
we'll be okay.” 

Spartacus appeared, looking somber. “You’re coming in the nick of time, kid. 
Are you ready to leave now?” 

“Yes. What’s happening there?” 

“T’I] tell you the reason that there is a trash compactor in the Inner Sanctum. It 
wasn’t your idea to throw Trevor into it, it was Baskania’s. He’s got him there 
now, and he’s making his last threats to see if Trevor will help him. Baskania 
knows that Trevor’s mind is messed up. He’s already searched through all of his 
memory—what little new memory there is after all the old stuff was gone—and 
he can’t find anything. He’s suspicious, too, that you were the one that did 
something to Trevor. Luckily Trevor had no memory of what happened—he can 
barely keep yesterday’s events in his head, the water of Lethe was so strong. So 
the Shadow Prince can’t be sure.” 

“I’m going to really have to play it up to get him back on my side.” 

“Offer him the world. When he sees you have the scepter, he’s bound to 
forgive and forget.” 

“What else can I offer him besides my eyes and the scepter?” Then Erec 
thought about the Amulet of Virtues and the Twrch Trwyth hanging around his 
neck. He wouldn’t give those away, and it was too late to ask the scepter to bring 
them back later. He would offer Baskania something else to throw him off track 
and make him forget about the things hanging on Erec’s neck. 

Spartacus answered his thoughts. “Why don’t you leave the Amulet of Virtues 
and the Twrch Trwyth here?” 

“T can’t take them off. The Amulet protects me. And they are supposed to stay 
on me, always.” 

“Good luck, then. Are you ready?” 

“Yes. Bethany, thanks for programming this thing.” He picked up the scepter. 
It was strange holding one that looked so much like his but did nothing for him. 
“We have to hurry.” 

“Good luck.” Bethany looked like she was thinking. 

“She wants to come, but she knows it’s not safe.” Spartacus said. 

Erec felt guilty, as he was eavesdropping on her private thoughts. “It’s okay, 
Bethany. PII have Trevor back really soon.” He thought about how little time 
they had spent together this last horrible month. “I promise Pll take you 
somewhere, just the two of us, after all of this is over. We could use a little 
adventure of our own.” 

She grinned. “Thanks, Erec. I’m just going to keep thinking everything will 
be okay, and maybe Pll make it through being alone, waiting here again.” 


Erec smiled at her as Spartacus grabbed his shoulders and sailed with him to 
the Port-O-Door in the Castle Ashona. 


A blind follower opened the heavy oak doors to the Inner Sanctum. When Erec 
told him who he was, and that he would like to speak to the Shadow Prince, the 
poor man had gasped in shock. He stumbled back in his heavy, hooded robe, 
then turned and plodded to his master. Moments later, he returned and swung the 
doors open wide. “Please come in. The Shadow Prince will see you now.” 

Erec strolled into the room. Hundreds of candles reflected sparkling light over 
the ornate gold chandeliers and furniture. The sole eye on Baskania’s forehead 
today swept its gaze over Erec, stopping at the gold scepter in his hands. 

Erec could feel the tension in the room. Trevor looked up at him with hope. 
Next to him was a trash compactor, a huge guard standing next to it. 

Baskania tilted his head. “Well, look who has come back to visit.” Erec could 
tell that Baskania was trying to read his mind, unsuccessfully. 

Erec had to play this perfectly. He cracked a grin. “I wasn’t going to stay 
away for too long. Just learning from the best, that’s all.” 

Baskania cocked an eyebrow, listening. It seemed that he was not going to 
make a sudden move for the scepter, probably because he thought that Erec 
could use it against him. 

“T brought you a few gifts.” Erec wagged the scepter in the air. “Peace 
offerings. And also an apology. I did a few things I shouldn’t have when I was 
with the Furies. Like take away our contract where you would get my eyes. It 
was too hard to resist. I was there, and I could do it, so I did.” He tried to sound 
cocky. “But, like I said, I came back. There’s too much for me to learn here. 
You’ve been really good to me. And when I was reborn from the Furies, I saw a 
whole different side to you.” He shrugged. “So maybe I shouldn’t have done that 
with our contract, but I’m going to make it all up to you now.” 

Baskania’s eyes widened with delight, gazing at the scepter. “What do you 
have for me?” 

Erec looked at the scepter and tapped on it. But then he glanced back at 
Baskania. “For one, I have some news for you. King Piter and Queen Posey are 
in Ashona now. Two royals and another scepter there. Just thought you’d like 
that information.” 

Erec knew full well that that was no news to Baskania. But it seemed best to 
start slowly. He pretended to notice Trevor for the first time. “Did you get what 
you needed out of him?” 

“No.” Baskania’s voice soured. “He was useless. Someone erased his mind.” 


“I know who it was, I’m sure.” Erec crossed his arms, confident. “King Piter 
said some kind of spell when I was taking Trevor out of Ashona. I didn’t know 
what he was doing, but that must have been it.” 

A look of realization crossed Baskania’s face. “So you didn’t .. .” 

“Me? I’m just trying to help you.” He laughed. “And occasionally myself.” 

Baskania beamed. “Well . . . what a good boy you are. I’m glad to see you are 
still using your head.” 

Trevor was crouching, arms around his knees, and shaking head to toe. Erec 
laughed cruelly, and gave him a kick. “Worthless piece of garbage.” 

Trevor stared at him with big eyes, in disbelief. Tears rolled down his cheeks. 

“Look at that. He’s useless.” Erec smirked, then kicked Trevor into a large 
box that was on its side on the floor. He looked up at Baskania and laughed. 
“Let’s throw him in that trash compactor to be crushed. Trash is all he is, 
anyway.” 

“That’s fine.” Baskania looked at Erec greedily. “Now, let’s see what else you 
have for me today.” 

“This.” Erec held the scepter out to him. “It’s yours again. I got it from the 
Furies for you. This time nobody will take it away. Why don’t you take my 
dragon eyes first, so you don’t forget? Once you are using the scepter, you’ll be 
thinking of other things.” 

“Good thinking, boy.” Baskania’s whisper was tight with greed. “Here we 
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go. 

The room went black. Erec felt the scepter lift out of his grip. 

“This is it!” Baskania’s voice echoed. “Oh, it’s so good to have you back in 
my hands again. I’ve missed you, lovely. Let’s see what we can make you do 
now!” 

Erec could feel the electricity spark in the room and screams echoed from 
outside. What was Baskania doing with the scepter? He could not even imagine. 
But it was definitely working for him. Bethany had been able to program it right. 
Now hopefully it would go back to Bethany again soon. Erec just had fifteen 
minutes to get Trevor out of there. 

He felt a hand on his arm. “Spartacus?” he whispered. 

“Tt’s me,” Spartacus said. “I entered one of the guards and made him pick up 
Trevor and drop him into the trash compactor. It was perfect—the guard thought 
that Baskania was making him do it, and Baskania’s completely distracted now. 
I’m going to pop back into the same guard and make him wheel Trevor out of 
here in that thing. Pll get you in a minute.” 

Erec nodded. He could hear Baskania murmuring to the scepter. “. . . and then 
you will finish my plans to let me conquer the world. You will bring me the rest 


of the ... Ashona.. .” Erec wished he could catch everything, but it would 
probably be too horrifying, anyway. 

Someone grabbed Erec’s arm with a heavy hand, and Spartacus whispered, 
“It’s me... in the guard. Let’s go before Baskania finishes with that thing.” 

In the hallway outside, Spartacus stepped out of the guard, who sounded 
surprised. “What do I do? I can’t tell if the Shadow Prince wants me to cart this 
kid to the trash.” 

Erec couldn’t see, but he knew the guard was talking to him. He said, “I’m 
supposed to do it. That’s why you grabbed me and brought me out here. Get it? 
Now go back inside.” 

“Yeah. I guess.” The guard sounded nervous. Erec could hear him stumble 
back into the Inner Sanctum. Baskania was still talking to the scepter when the 
guard opened the door. 

“Let’s get out of here!” Spartacus had Erec and Trevor out a window before 
Erec could even answer. He flew them to a Port-O-Door that he had left in a tree 
in the woods of Alypium. It was nauseating being carried through the air blind— 
Erec could not wait to get his eyes back again. Spartacus pressed the buttons to 
go to the Castle Ashona. Thankfully he was not trying to drag Erec and Trevor 
there through the ocean water. 

When the inner door of the Port-O-Door opened, Spartacus walked through it 
easily. But when Erec tried to pass, he was stopped by what felt like a glass wall. 
Trevor must have hit it too, because he made a noise and sounded like he was 
rubbing his face. 

“Come on, you guys.” Spartacus looked back at them impatiently. Finally, he 
took Erec and Trevor by the hands and pulled them, making them slam hard into 
whatever the thing was. 

“Ow!” Trevor rubbed his face. “What pulled me into that invisible wall?” 

“What’s going on?” Spartacus squinted until he saw what it was. “Is this 
stopping you guys? It looks like glass or thick plastic. Sorry. I didn’t notice it 
here before.” 

“That’s okay.” Erec wished that he could see what the thing looked like. Then 
he remembered the little he had heard Baskania talking to the scepter while he 
was in the room. “I think Baskania did something to Ashona—he said 
something, but I couldn’t make out the details.” 

A look of realization crossed Spartacus’s face. “You’re probably right. I 
wonder what he’s up to, closing this place off.” 

“We aren’t going to be able to get in there now.” Erec began to worry about 
Bethany and his family. How would he see them again? How would they know 
that Trevor was okay? 


“TIl tell them,” Spartacus said. 

“But they can’t hear or see you.” 

“TIl get a piece of paper and write on it. Bethany knows what’s going on. PI 
fill her in on what happened, and tell her Trevor is okay.” 

“Good.” Erec waited until Spartacus returned. 

“She’s really happy,” the ghost said. “She thanked me and said to thank you. 
The girl can’t wait to see you again, kid. She really misses you.” 

“I miss her, too.” 

“Yeah, I know. I told her that.” 

“Thanks.” 

All of a sudden, Erec could see again. His eyes were back. “Look!” He 
pointed to his face. 

“The scepter worked, then.” Spartacus grinned. “I guess it’s back with 
Bethany now.” 

“What are we going to do?” Erec put a hand on Trevor’s head. Trevor looked 
up at him with frightened eyes, and he gave his brother a hug. “It’s okay, Trev. 
All that bad stuff is done. I’m here now, and I’m not going to let anything 
happen to you. And I’m sorry about how I acted in that place—I had to fake 
being mean.” 

Erec had not even had time to feel relieved until this moment. All of a 
sudden, reality came rushing to him—he had saved Trevor! Everything would be 
okay now. The Furies were free, the souls were free, Trevor was free. Erec had 
even finished his seventh quest—bravery. Even if he could not see Bethany and 
his family immediately, things were all good, and everyone was safe. 

He wondered how long it would be before he could see his family. Why was 
this barrier around Ashona anyway? In a flash of fear, he wondered what 
Baskania had done with the scepter. Did he do this because Erec had pointed out 
that King Piter and Queen Posey were staying here? Baskania already knew that, 
though. Maybe he was holding them hostage for Queen Posey’s scepter. . . . 

“T guess we should go to Rosco’s place,” Erec said. “We can wait with Trevor 
there until Ashona opens up.” 

Spartacus nodded and took them back through the Port-O-Door into Alypium. 
Moments later, Erec and Trevor were sailing through the air toward Rosco’s 
apartment. 

“He’s in there,” Spartacus said. “And I get the sense he’s not happy. I can’t 
read his mind clearly from here.” 

Spartacus was right. Rosco was pacing the floors when they arrived. He 
looked up at Erec with relief. “Thank goodness you’re here—and you’re okay. 
I’ve been worried sick.” 


“About me?” 

“Yes ... and more than that too. Baskania is attacking Otherness now, and 
he’s going after Upper Earth next. He showed us his plans in a meeting—he’s 
Starting with Europe, then moving down into Africa, and then North and South 
America. The guy’s got it planned down to how each town and each city will 
fall, and the timing of his Golem army crushing everything. He owns all the 
bridges. And all the transportation—the trains, airlines, buses. He’s bought them 
all. Plus, he has half the police around the world on his payroll. And with Eye of 
the World taking over the United Nations, its army overriding the rest of the 
nations’ militaries, nobody can even put up a fight. He’s obsessed about these 
details for decades, and the guy isn’t one to forget a detail.” 

Erec absorbed this in shock. Just when he thought everything was okay, 
Baskania was waging war? Or was it even war if nobody could fight back? It 
was more like Baskania smashing a bug with his thumb—and Erec’s world was 
the bug. 

“Did you say Golem? Baskania is going to use Tarvos’s Golem soldiers to 
destroy the world?” 

Rosco nodded. “After the scepter you gave him disappeared—and your 
dragon eyes—he wanted to strike immediately. He was angrier than I’ve ever 
seen him.” 

Erec went from feeling victorious to wallowing in guilt. He was the one who 
made Baskania angry enough to attack. He handed the Master Shem to Baskania 
to command the Golems. 

“What can I do?” 

Rosco looked at him strangely. “Do? You really think that you alone, a single 
kid, could do something about a large-scale attack on the world? We’re talking 
millions of people involved here, most on Baskania’s payroll in one way or 
another. Armies, businesses, ‘peace’ forces. One person couldn’t change 
anything.” 

“T don’t know about that,” Spartacus said. “You’ve changed a lot already.” 

Erec knew that was true. But what would he do? The first thing that occurred 
to him was to consult the three Fates. They would know exactly how Erec could 
help. 

“Exactly,” Spartacus said. 

Rosco buried his head in his hands. “Part of Otherness is already gone. The 
only group that held out in that area is the dragons. They’re going after the 
clowns next.” 

“The clowns? Danny and Sammy—I mean Derby and Shalimar?” 

“Yeah. It makes me sick too.” 


“We can’t let that happen. I’m going to talk to the Fates now. Would you 
watch Trevor for me while I’m gone?” 

Rosco clicked on his television, and Trevor was drawn straight to it. “Wow. 
This is cool. Pl learn all kinds of things.” He plopped on the couch in front of it. 
“T’m hungry.” 

Rosco laughed and went into the kitchen. “Coming right up!” He winked at 
Erec. “Sure, [ll keep an eye on him. Go talk to the Fates if you want. It can’t 
hurt. Let me know what they say.” 

“Thanks.” 

Before Erec could say good-bye to Trevor he was flying through the air again. 
Spartacus was not high on patience, he thought. 

“Hey, you wouldn’t be either if you were hanging out on earth for one reason 
alone. Let’s get to the bottom of this and fix it. Not to rush you or anything.” 

“Of course not.” Erec laughed. “It’s okay. I remember what it’s like to be a 
ghost. And there’s nothing I’d rather do now. Baskania is about to attack Danny 
and Sammy with the clowns, so we have to hurry.” 

They landed in front of the mountainside in Delphi, Greece. The Oracle, the 
stone well that allowed him to speak to the three Fates, was just up a winding 
path by the edge of a bubbling brook. It wasn’t until he was gazing into the deep 
dark waters of the stone well that he remembered what he had to do. It was time 
to use his dragon eyes again to see another vision of the future. Erec was 
thankful again that Baskania had not taken his eyes. 

He pictured himself going into the small dark room in his mind. What would 
he see this time? With all of the mess with the Furies he had forgotten the other 
terrible images he had seen before in his future. Would he still do those horrible 
things? Maybe now things were different—that was all that he could hope. 

The room was relaxing, though, and he soon forgot all about everything that 
bothered him. When he felt ready, he opened the door to the smaller room inside 
of the first one, and went in. There was the box that held all of his knowledge. 
There were the windows. All he had to do was pull the cord and open the shades. 
What was his mind going to show him this time? 


Erec was charging forward on the fastest horse that he had ever heard of. 
His view on all sides was a blur from the speed, but that didn’t matter. All 
that he focused on was in front of him. The Flame—the powerful, huge 
lance—was poised in his grip, ready to spear his target. Nothing would 
stop him now. He couldn’t even slow down if he tried. 


Faster now, and faster. His aim was true and steady, and he was almost 


there. In seconds, the image of what he was going to destroy was right in 
front of him. The tip of his lance zoomed inexorably toward . . . Bethany. . 


Erec yanked the cord to pull the shades down. What? This could not be 
happening—now or in the future. He would never, ever hurt Bethany. The whole 
thing did not make sense. She was his best friend, and even more than that. What 
in the world would be happening in the future that would make him do terrible 
things to people and hurt the one he cared about most? 

No. For the first time since he had seen visions of his future, Erec refused to 
believe this one. It simply would not happen. He stepped out of the dark rooms, 
opened his eyes, and looked down into the well water. 

“Fates?” he called. “Can you hear me? I need to talk to you.” 

There was a chorus of squealing, and shouts of “Erec!” “He’s back!” “Our 
hero!” 

It was great to hear the Fates happy again. The last time he had come here 
they were acting like they had had enough of him. 

“Thank you, Erec!” a voice said. “You, like, saved our sisters! That is so 
totally rad. Alecto, Tisiphone, and Megaera are sooo happy now. And they’re not 
prisoners of themselves anymore.” 

He grinned. At least that was one thing he had accomplished. “I’m glad it 
worked out.” 

“And now you want us to, like, tell you what to do about the Golem army,” 
another voice said. 

There were titters in the background, and someone said, “As if that was his 
only problem.” 

Erec’s ears perked up. He had more problems than that? Would they never 
end? 

“If you want things to work out right, then you need a little dip in the toilet 
water,” one of the Fates giggled. 

It took Erec a second to realize she was referring to Al’s Well. 

“Like, duh!” said another. “Draw a quest and work with fate, not against it. 
It’s, like, your only hope.” 

“So, if I do my next quest I’ll be able to stop Baskania from conquering 
Otherness and Upper Earth?” 

“Yeah, like, maybe you can stop that and also something even worse for you. 
But only if you don’t totally mess things up. If you, like, follow your brain and 
your heart, then just maybe you can win.” 


Follow my brain and my heart, he thought. Well, that’s all he could do. “Can 
you help me get to Al’s Well again, through the waterways? 

There was more giggling. “Um, like, ya, I guess. I mean, we always like to 
help our hero.” 

Erec hesitated a moment before jumping into the well water. He had to pick 
his eighth quest now? Was it going to lead him on a wild goose chase like some 
of his other quests had? What if it was dangerous, or made him die again? 

He pushed his fears aside and looked at the water. Whatever it was, he would 
have to deal with it. Not only was Baskania about to destroy Otherness and the 
whole human world, but something worse was going to happen? And he could 
stop whatever it was if he did things right. There was no question he had to do 
what the quest told him to do. 

As he jumped into the water of the well, a thought popped into his head. What 
if the “worse” thing had to do with some of his visions of the future? What if it 
was him turning evil and doing horrible things? Maybe he could stop that, too, 
and things would work out okay after all. 
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liquid of the well to normal water. He whizzed through waterways, around turns, 
and down suction drops until things started to look familiar. Before he knew it, 
he was again under Al’s Well, looking up through the white porcelain commode 
. . . and directly into Al’s face, which broke out into a big grin. 

“Well, lookie here! It’s Erec Rex again. Great ta see ya, kid. I heard you 
pulled off a doozy with that last quest of yours. Pretty brave, I’d say.” 

Erec wondered if Al was saying that because he knew that “bravery” was the 
virtue of his last quest. But he couldn’t help grinning. “Thanks, Al.” 

“You know, the Fates recommend that ya sign Janus’s paper before you get 
the quest.” He shrugged apologetically. 

“I think it’s more than a recommendation. Seems to be the only way it 
works,” Erec said. “It’s no problem. Pll be right back.” 

Erec dove into the large pipe that ran under the Labor Society building. He 
knew exactly which way to go now. Minutes later, he swam under the row of 
toilets, and was looking through the sink grate into Janus’s room. 

Unlike last time, there was no music or noise. In fact, dead silence filled the 
room. Where were the people who attended Janus’s never-ending party in Erec’s 
honor? Did they not like him anymore? He wondered what happened. 

“Janus?” he called through the sink grate. “Are you there?” 

There was a sharp sniff, but no answer. 


“Janus?” Erec would not be able to break through the wall where the sink 
was, so he hoped that Janus would hear him. 

A shuffling noise started, and then grew closer. In a moment, Janus peered 
down at Erec’s eye, which was pressed up against the base of the sink. 

Janus jumped in shock, and then turned a pale greenish color. “Who is that?” 

“It’s me. Erec.” 

“That’s impossible.” Janus spoke sharply. “Erec Rex is dead.” 

Erec poked his hand through the hole and wiggled his fingers. “I’m not dead. 
Look at me—I’m fine.” 

“That’s not what I heard.” Janus looked skeptical. “I have it from several 
good sources that you... I mean, that Erec Rex has passed on.” A sob broke 
loose from his chest, and he held a hand over his mouth until he quieted down. 
“My purpose in life is over, unless Erec’s siblings surface and take on the quests. 
But it is a sad time indeed, when such a noble and courageous future king is no 
longer with us.” 

“T’m back, Janus. I’m here. And I’m ready to do my next quest.” 

“Stop making fun of an old man. Now go and leave me alone!” Janus turned 
and walked away, leaving Erec’s line of sight. 

“Come back! It is me. I can prove it. I was brought back to life. Just give me 
the pad and Pll show you.” 

There seemed to be hesitation on the other end. There were pacing noises and 
a few murmurs and grunts from Janus. Finally he came back into sight with the 
paper pad. “I suppose it won’t hurt to let you try. You do sound oddly like Erec. 
But if this is a joke, I’m turning you in!” 

Erec took the pen and reached through the opened sink hole, then signed the 
paper pad. Immediately his name cut deep into the paper, cracking it open. Light 
shone through the breaks and into the room. 

“Oh!” Janus stared again at Erec’s eye through the hole. “You’re alive! You’re 
alive! P’ Il have to let everybody know. The party can start again!” 

“Great.” Erec loved the idea of people that were all on his side. So word had 
gotten around that he was dead? Well, maybe those people would be happy now. 
“Thanks, Janus. Pll see you later!” 

Swimming away, Erec hoped that he would actually not see Janus later. He 
wished that this was the last time that he would ever have to draw a quest. As far 
as he was concerned, once the damage that he had started was cleaned up, and he 
had done what he could to save Upper Earth from the Golem army, then he 
would relax forever with his family and Bethany, and leave any new messes to 
someone else. 

When he got back to Al’s Well, the water was freezing and burning again, 


although not quite painful. Al looked down with interest as Erec waved his hand 
through the liquid around him. Soon, something warm touched his fingers, and 
he grabbed it. It was the quest paper. 

For a minute he hesitated, and then he read its words. 

Ride the mythic horse of the elements to victory. 

Erec read the quest again, surprised. It said nothing about him dying, or doing 
something awful or dangerous. In fact, the very words of the quest suggested 
that he would succeed—tride the horse to victory. From his recent experiences, 
he would not have been surprised if the quest had said something awful like, 
“Ride the mythic horse of the elements to a sure death,” or “to mass 
destruction,” or even “to the disappointment of everyone you know.” This 
sounded wonderful! All he had to do was find this mythic horse—which, the 
name suggested, might not be so easy—and then he would be victorious. 

Al looked at the quest paper with approval. “Not bad, kid. Sounds like fun, 
even. Good luck with dat thing.” 

“Do you know anything about the mythic horse of the elements?” 

“Nah. Never heard of it.” 

Erec pocketed the quest and thanked him. He dove back into the water, the 
Instagills in his wrists opening so that he had no problem breathing. He 
wondered if Ashona was opened up again, because what he really wanted to do 
now was to talk to Bethany about this new quest. Maybe she could help him 
figure out who the mythic horse of the elements was. He wondered again why 
Baskania had sealed Ashona off . . . and then he had an idea. Once he had been 
able to go in and out of Ashona through the very waterways he was swimming in 
now. If only he could figure out a way to get back there again... 

“What you need is someone with a spirit’s sense of direction.” 

Erec’s head swiveled toward the sound. Spartacus floated next to him with 
ease. 

“You didn’t think you could lose me that easily, did you? I was waiting up 
there with Al for a while, until I realized you weren’t about to come out. So, you 
want to go to Ashona through the waterways? Follow me.” 

Instead of merely swimming in front of Erec, Spartacus grabbed hold of his 
hand and yanked him forward until they were traveling at rocket speed. They 
passed up turns and tunnels so quickly it was hard to see what they were going 
by. 

In a moment, they stopped before an immense round opening. It was about 
twenty-five feet across, and at the top a sign glittered, ASHONA. 

“You found it!” Erec was surprised, given how fast they had gone. 

Spartacus pursed his lips with a trace of humor. “You doubted me?” He 


sighed with frustration. “Come on, then.” He swam through the opening into a 
huge tunnel. 

A smile lit on Erec’s face. He had found another way to get back to Bethany 
and his family! He dove forward, but in a moment his head hit something that 
felt like glass. “What’s this?” He ran his hand over it. It was hard to see 
underwater, but after looking a while he could detect a faint ripple where the 
barrier was. He swam in all directions, trying to go around it, but the entrance to 
Ashona was completely blocked. 

“What are you doing?” Spartacus asked, but then he answered his own 
question by reading Erec’s mind. “Not again. So it’s closed this way too?” 

Erec was disappointed. “I just want to talk to Bethany and my family. I’m 
tired of doing everything alone.” 

“Alone?” Spartacus huffed. “What am I? Meatloaf?” 

“Pm sorry.” Erec tried to refocus. “Do you have any idea what the mythical 
horse of the elements is?” 

“No. If I did I would have told you already. But I can help you try to figure it 
out.” 

“T guess we can go back to Rosco’s apartment.” There was no way that he 
would spend time at his father’s house in Alypium now. Baskania would no 
doubt have people looking for him there. 

Spartacus nodded. In moments, Erec was speeding through the tunnels again, 
then flew out into the warm air of Alypium. Soaking wet, he soon was freezing 
as he sailed through the air with Spartacus into Rosco’s place. 

There, Trevor was watching television and taking Rosco’s house apart. Piles 
of food were scattered around the house. But Rosco was nowhere in sight. 

“Hmm.” Spartacus glanced around. “Tl see what he’s up to. Be right back.” 

“Hey, Trevor.” Erec helped himself to an open bag of potato chips. “How’s it 
going?” 

“Great! Pm learning all about these things.” He held up a handful of 
silverware. “I figured out what these are for.” He demonstrated how to use a 
knife like a seesaw on top of another knife. Then he laid a fork over top and 
pushed down on the knife, catapulting the fork off of the table. “Isn’t this a great 
thing to have around? Another thing that it does is this. . . .” He scooped up a 
bunch of spoons and let them fall to the ground. “What you do is guess how 
they’re going to fall. They make shapes on the floor. If you do it enough, you 
can start to know what will happen the next time.” 

Erec laughed. But before he could respond, Spartacus sprang through the 
wall. “We have to get out, fast.” He grabbed Erec and Trevor, and jumped with 
them out the open window. 


Trevor’s eyes were wide but unquestioning as he flew through the sky with 
the ghost. It seemed that wiping out everything he knew made him less prone to 
surprise. 

“What’s going on?” Erec asked. “Is Rosco okay?” 

Spartacus nodded. “He’s fine. But Baskania is on the warpath in Otherness 
now, and in a complete rage about you. He’s sending people to search through 
Rosco’s things in case Rosco was hiding something—like you. Baskania doesn’t 
know what to make of things. You were so convincing when you were there, but 
now his scepter is gone, as well as your eyes—and Trevor, who is still alive, 
despite what you said about killing him. So Baskania doesn’t believe you 
anymore, of course.” They flew for a while, then Spartacus asked, “Where 
should we go?” 

Erec had no idea. Who else might be able to help him figure out what to do? 
He thought about his old friend, Jack Hare . . . but he lived in Aorth. 

“That’s not a problem.” Spartacus winked. “Pll even get you there with a 
Port-O-Door, so you don’t have to go through miles of dirt and rock.” 

“Gee, thanks.” In a moment, Spartacus pulled Erec and Trevor into the Port- 
O-Door in King Piter’s house, shutting the door behind them. He pushed a few 
buttons on the map, bringing Americorth North up before them. His fingers 
moved so quickly on the map, Erec could not follow them. Then the door opened 
into the searing heat of Aorth. 

Erec began to protest—they had no air-conditioned UnderWear to keep them 
cool. But his words were lost in the searing heat. Spartacus didn’t notice at first, 
then he frowned and flew faster. But the wind in that blistering temperature did 
not cool Erec down. It was like being blasted with oven air. 

Spartacus dropped them in front of a doorway, then flew straight through the 
door. One moment later, he opened it from the inside. Dizzy, Erec and Trevor 
fell into the blast of air-conditioning without even considering how it was rude to 
enter without knocking. Spartacus slammed the door shut, and Erec and Trevor 
collapsed on the carpeting. 

“Erec? Is that you?” There were footsteps and voices. 

Erec cracked his eyes open, too parched to speak. His old friend, Jack, looked 
down, confused. “Hey, Erec! Trevor! What’s going on? Why aren’t you wearing 
UnderWear? Are you two crazy?” He waited a moment, but since Erec was still 
speechless, he said, “That’s cool you came to visit. I’ve been thinking about you 
—was just going to write you a letter. Sorry I’m not that good at writing. But I 
hope you were having a good summer break.” 

Erec nodded. “Um... yeah.” His voice croaked. “Do you have some water?” 

“Yeah—sorry!” Jack rushed away and back with tall glasses of ice water for 


Erec and Trevor. His parents and sister said hello and brought out chocolate chip 
cookies. 

Finally Erec was able to retell to Jack’s family everything that had happened. 
After he finished, they sat in stunned silence. Then Jack’s father roared, “I knew 
it! I knew the Stain triplets weren’t meant to be kings. The craziness Damon’s 
caused here in Aorth is unbearable. We have to bow any time we see someone in 
the government. And we’re whipped like slaves in the street if one of them 
wants us to do something. It’s insane. We’re planning to move to Upper Earth 
just to get away from this mess—if we can get our papers.” He rubbed his 
forehead. “Now you’re saying that Baskania is going to mow through Upper 
Earth and Otherness?” He stared up at the ceiling. “I hope that horse thing can 
help fix all of this. I just wish that there was something I could do.” 

Erec had an idea. “Do you have e-mail or the MagicNet here?” 

“Sure—we have both.” Jack’s mother looked pale. “Do you need to use 
them?” 

“Can I use your e-mail to talk to my family?” 

“Of course.” She led Erec down the hall, and everyone followed. 

Erec had never used e-mail here himself. “How do I get my family in Ashona 
on the screen?” 

A skinny, dark-toned arm reached around his and tapped a few keys on the 
keyboard. “Maybe you could get your family on the screen in Ashona. Or the 
screen on your family in Ashona. Or Ashona on your family on a screen.” 

Erec spun around to see the Hermit giggling. He wore a massive plastic 
flower on the top of his head like a hat—the pink petals drooping down over his 
face and head, and the long stem sticking straight up from the top. Other than 
that, there was very little covering him, except for a hot pink bathing suit. 
Regardless of how he looked, Erec was thrilled to see him. 

“Hermit! I need to talk to my father, and Bethany. Hey—do you know where 
I could find the mythic horse of the elements?” 

“Tf it’s mythic, then how do you know it exists?” 

The Hermit posed the question so simply that for a moment Erec worried that 
there was no such horse. But then he realized that the Fates would not have sent 
him out to do the impossible. “It has to exist. What is it, though?” 

“The question of the century.” The Hermit faked a serious pose, stroking his 
chin. Then he threw his arms out and laughed. “Oh, well. Guess that’s for you to 
find out, and then for you to find out.” 

Typical Hermit answer, Erec thought. It made no sense at all. But at least he 
had connected their screen to a young woman with short red hair in the Castle 
Ashona. “Can I help you?” She looked brightly from Erec to the Hermit. 


“T need to talk to my father. King Piter. Can you put him on?” 

“So you’re . . . Erec Rex?” She peered into the screen. “Okay. Hold a 
moment.” 

The screen went blank for a few minutes, and then the king’s face flashed in 
front of him. 

“Erec! Are you okay?” Piter clasped a hand over his chest. “Bethany told us 
what you were doing. I was so worried.” 

“T’m fine. And the Furies are fine now. How is everything there?” 

The king’s brow wrinkled with worry. “Not good, I’m afraid. Someone sealed 
off Ashona, and I think I know who it is. Baskania is the only person evil and 
powerful enough to do this. He must have found out how he can control Posey’s 
scepter from far away. That is the only thing we can think of—she still can’t use 
it at all. This is going to be a problem if we can’t figure out a way to stop it. 

“The Secret of Ashona might keep us safe, if Posey can figure out a way to 
communicate with it. She used to talk to it with her scepter. Swimming down to 
it in person is too dangerous. The Secret will devour anyone who approaches it, 
except its ruler. That used to be Queen Posey, while her scepter was working for 
her. But that’s probably not the case anymore. So, we’re in a fix here. We’re 
trying to keep it quiet so there isn’t mass panic. 

“Nothing can go in or out at all. We’re going to run out of supplies soon. We 
can’t even fish for food from the ocean. And our oxygen supply . . . well, it’s not 
going to last forever. I can feel the air getting thinner. We’re okay for now— 
don’t worry. Posey and I are thinking of ways out of this.” 

Erec could not believe his ears. His family was trapped undersea with their 
food and oxygen running out? “I’m sure Baskania put that seal around Ashona 
with the fake scepter that I gave him. I had no idea it would cause this much of a 
problem. I’m so sorry. I’ll try to help figure out a way out of this.” It occurred to 
him that this must be what the Fates were talking about when they said there was 
a worse problem than Otherness and Upper Earth being attacked. 

The king was quiet for a moment. “Don’t come here. There is absolutely 
nothing that you can do. Posey is the only one who has a chance to fix this, I’m 
afraid.” He sighed. “Even if you were king and used your scepter, it wouldn’t 
work. Are you sure you’re okay?” 

“Pm fine, Dad. But there might be something I could do. I drew my next 
quest. The Fates told me it would fix everything. Even the ‘worse problem’— 
which has to be Ashona sealing up.” He held back from going into detail about 
the battle Baskania was planning. If his father knew that Erec was going to fight 
against Baskania’s military, he might blow a fuse. “I need to find the mythical 
horse of the elements. Do you have any idea what that is?” 


The king frowned in thought. “I’m not sure. Mythical horse of the elements? 
The only horse I can think of is not really a myth—it’s very real. But you 
couldn’t ride it, anyway.” 

“Why not?” 

“Tt’s called the Dragon Horse of Fire. She’s a beautiful dragon horse mare in 
Diomedes’s stable. The mare used to be quite a legend. People called her 
mythical, I remember that. She’s the only horse I’ve heard of that comes close to 
what you’re looking for.” 

“Great! The Dragon Horse of Fire. I guess fire could be called an element— 
that has to be right! Where is Diomedes’s stable?” 

“Forget it, Erec. You can’t ride her.” 

“What are you talking about? I have to.” 

“No.” The king shook his head. “You wouldn’t survive the ride. And don’t get 
any ideas—the mare wouldn’t even let you try. She’ll only take on riders that are 
evil.” 

“Evil? Pll pretend I’m evil—I did that with Baskania. Or Pl think bad 
thoughts before I ride her.” 

“That won’t work. She’s smarter than that. You’d have to do something evil. 
And recently, too. That is the only way. But don’t even think about it. She’s 
unrideable.” 

“T don’t understand. Why is she like that?” 

“They say she was once a regular dragon horse. You’ve seen them—they’re 
brilliant and beautiful. But her evil master kept giving her more and more 
powers, making her do terrible things to people. Eventually, the horse killed him 
and became her own master. By then, she felt more powerful than any human. 
She would ride for nobody. She was her own horse. 

“She kept on collecting human powers, and the more she could do, the 
smarter she got. She became a mind reader, among other things. But in order to 
stay free and keep people at bay, she enchanted herself. If anyone rides her, their 
life and magical ability get sucked straight into hers. Nobody could survive the 
trip. 

“At least, to the mare’s credit, she won’t ride just anyone to death. She only 
lets evil people try, I guess it’s her way of doing a favor to the world.” 

Erec was stunned. He got off of the computer, asking the king to let Bethany 
know what was going on. “What am I going to do?” he asked the Hermit. 

The Hermit pondered this. “Stand there and act confused? Pick your belly 
button, maybe?” 

That was no help. Erec looked at his choices. He could give up on his quest, 
and let Baskania take over the world, or he could. . . try to become evil. But 


even then, would he survive the ride? It sounded so strange, not like something 
he should try. 

Then again, it was his quest. If riding that horse fixed things . . . Erec still 
didn’t understand how stopping the Golem army could save his family trapped in 
Ashona, but he knew the Fates had a funny way of working. Erec just hoped it 
would do the trick. 

How would he become evil? It sounded so crazy. What was he supposed to do 
—go around hurting people so he could do his quest? That’s when it came back 
to him—all his visions of being a horrible person, and the awful things that he 
did. Was that why he stole candy from kids and robbed a family? But when it 
came to charging at Bethany with a lance—no amount of evil would make him 
do that. Ever. He had to make sure that he kept control over himself. 

“T can help, you know,” Spartacus said. “If you have to do evil things, nobody 
said that I couldn’t go around after you fixing them again.” 

That sounded like the best idea Erec had heard. “You mean, if I take things 
from people, scare them, and ruin their stuff, then you’ll make it all better 
again?” 

“Why not? Let’s try it. First we should take a look at that Fire Horse. What do 
you say?” 

That sounded wonderful. Everyone was looking at Erec like he was crazy for 
talking to the air, except for the Hermit who seemed perfectly fine with it. 
“Sorry, guys. I have to go. Would it be okay if you watched Trevor here for a 
while?” 

Jack’s family was happy to keep Trevor. Erec found himself whisked back 
into the baking heat before Jack’s father could push an UnderWear suit into his 
hands. Before he had time to complain, though, Erec was inside of the Port-O- 
Door, which opened again into King Piter’s house. 

Erec fell into the cool air, breathing deeply. He had not been outside long 
enough to fry, but even that quick blast of intense heat was hard to handle. 

Spartacus asked, “So, are you ready to become evil?” 

It sounded like a ridiculous question. “Not really.” He laughed. “Where is that 
Dragon Horse of Fire? Do you know where Diomedes’s stable is?” 

“Tt’s on the outskirts of Alypium, not far from here. Want to try your first shot 
at being a villain there?” 

Erec sighed. “I guess it’s as good a place as any. Let’s see that horse first, and 
figure out what we need to do.” 


CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE 
The Dragon Horse of Fire 





[r was AN EASY RIDE to the stable under Spartacus’s arm. When Spartacus set 


him down, Erec stepped back in wonder. Before them was the largest and most 
beautiful horse that he had ever seen. Black, like the dragon horses that had 
belonged to the Stain boys, her eyes glowed a flaming red, and fire occasionally 
streamed from her nostrils. But this horse was three times the size of the others, 
and her face looked more intelligent. Her tail swished fast and hard, sounding 
like a whip cracking through the air. 

Erec stayed far away. He had a feeling the mare would incinerate him if he 
got too close. How would she know if he had done evil things, anyway? 

But Erec could hear her thoughts in his head as loud as words. You want to 
ride me, fool? Go away before you hurt yourself. 

“Won’t you let me try it, just once?” 

Of course not. Leave now if you want to live. 

Erec could feel himself lose it. This horse could let him try to ride now, but 
she had to stick to her dumb rules. So he’d have to go do evil things instead for 
no reason. He was beyond frustrated. “I have to stop Baskania from taking over 
Otherness and Upper Earth! The three Fates sent me here—I’m supposed to ride 
you!” 

There was a pause. I see you are telling the truth. But I’m not sure that the 
Fates have really chosen me. The mythical horse of elements? That might be 


someone else. 

Erec calmed down. At least she sounded reasonable. “I don’t know. My 
quests never tell me exactly what to do. The Fates don’t make things too easy for 
me. But you’re the only horse anyone could think of.” 

You’re supposed to ride me into battle? She paused. But Baskania is planning 
to do that. He knows the only way. Beyond that, I pick and choose who I let on 
my back. But I despise Baskania and I would not stand by and watch Otherness 
get destroyed. I would much rather that you rode me. 

“So you will let me try, then?” he was excited. “Even if I’m not evil?” 

It’s not possible. I only let evil humans ride because it kills them. Any who 
fancy themselves rotten enough to hop on me die right away. 

“But I’m supposed to be able to do this. I have dragon eyes and some dragon 
blood, so that might let me survive.” 

I doubt it, but climb on and see. 

Erec wondered how to get on the tall horse. But before he had time to worry, 
Spartacus was setting him on its back. 

In seconds, Erec felt drained. He slumped over its neck, and everything went 
black. 

Before long he opened his eyes, and was lying on the grass. “What 
happened?” 

Your ghost friend lifted you off of me—just as I was trying to shake you to the 
ground to save you. You will never be able to ride me. Not even a foot. It is a 
shame—there used to be a way. 

“What was it?” 

A stream of fire blasted from the horse’s nostrils. There was a gem in my 
stable that would let me carry a human if I wished. It was a special stone, huge, 
sparkling, and beautiful—like a blue diamond. It’s called Levrium. But Baskania 
took it. When he uses the Levrium he will ride me and I will have to obey. He is 
planning to use me soon to lead the battle into Lerna. 

“Lerna?” Erec sat up. “That’s where my friend Tina lives! Do you think I can 
get the Levrium stone back?” 

That would be wonderful. A man near here is hiding my Levrium stone for 
Baskania. This man has hurt a lot of people. He is the one who told Baskania 
about me, and offered my services. I’m sure he’s getting a fat reward. But I don’t 
know where he keeps the stone. 

“What’s his name?” 

Kev Hunter. He lives in one of the larger houses in the town nearby. 

“No problem,” Spartacus said. “I’ll just get the stone for you. Stay here, 


Erec.” 

The horse seemed to have no problem hearing Spartacus. “You can’t do that, 
unless you’re the one to ride me. The stone will work for the person who steals it 
back only, now that it’s been taken from me. Erec must get it himself.” 

Erec nodded. “I?ll find Kev Hunter, then. Spartacus, you can show me where 
he is.” The man’s name was familiar. “Is he related to Ajax Hunter, Baskania’s 
servant?” 

They are brothers, but not on good terms. Kev wants to take his brother’s 
place. He struck a deal with Baskania to brainwash the kids in town to give him 
their eyes—which would leave them to be his blind servants. Baskania gave him 
a mind-control formula and made it into candy. Soon the kids in town will be 
turning in their parents if they don’t follow Baskania’s orders, and stealing 
money for Baskania’s cause. 

“I heard Baskania talk about that! He was going to make people into his 
slaves with it. This Kev Hunter is sick to go along with it. I have to find him. 
And Pll take that candy away when I get the Levrium stone.” Erec stormed away 
with Spartacus close behind. He was so close now to finishing this quest. There 
was no way that he was going to let Kev Hunter ruin it. 

And then he remembered one of the visions that he had been having. . . 
taking lollipops away from kids. That’s what it was about, wasn’t it? What a 
relief. At least he wasn’t so bad after all. 

“Would you like to lead the way, or should I let you know where you’re 
going?” Spartacus asked, following Erec. 

Erec could not help but laugh, even though he was upset. “I have no clue. Go 
ahead.” 

The outskirts were dingy. Some of the shacks were propped with broken rakes 
and bent ladders. They passed a park full of children playing, their mothers 
looking on with smiles and chatting with friends. Erec walked closer, missing 
being younger and carefree, when he saw a few kids gathering around a dark- 
haired, slightly balding man in a yellow shirt. He was waving some kids over 
toward the bushes, and handing out lollipops. .. . 

It all seemed to happen so fast. Kids were showing their candy to the other 
children and soon most of them were grasping small handfuls. 

It was happening—and it was disgusting. How could this guy try to tum 
happy little kids into robots? In a moment the man was gone, but kids ran all 
around the playground, handing out candy. 

Anger seared through Erec, making him shake. “Give that to me!” He dove at 
the kids with a snarl. A low growl escaped from his throat as he grabbed candy 
from their hands. People stared at him with wide eyes, as if he were a maniac. 


But there was no time to stop—so many kids, so much candy. And he had to take 
it all! 

Mothers darted toward their children, trying to save them. But Erec could run 
faster than they could. One of the toddlers was surprisingly strong, and Erec 
struggled a while before yanking the sweets out of his hand. His mother looked 
equally confused and terrified. Right behind her was a kid about to put an 
opened lollipop right into her mouth. Not when Erec was there—he’d get it first! 
Shoving the mother out of his way, he snatched the sucker out of the little girl’s 
fist, leaving her crying and rubbing her hand. 

A few kids got knocked into one another as lollipops in their hands sailed into 
the air—Erec grabbing each one. Some kids still sat on the swings. They looked 
small and defenseless—taking their candy would be easy. He scooped the 
lollipops straight from their little fists. 

One of the mothers stepped forward, outraged. “What’s wrong with you? 
These are little kids. . . .” She tried to grab his arm, but he shoved her back. 
There was still a lollipop he had missed, and she wasn’t going to get in the way. 
“Ow! Somebody call the police. This guy’s crazy! Let’s get out of here, Dougie.” 

The last kid was older, and he struggled with Erec before letting go of his 
lollipop. Erec hadn’t meant to trip him, but the kid ended up on his face, his 
cheek cut and bleeding. 

That wasn’t important. Erec had all the candy now, so he patted his pockets 
and turned away. He had won—he had taken every child’s candy in the whole 
park. But it wasn’t enough. Now he had to steal something else. .. . 

Nothing was going to stop him on this mission. He followed Spartacus’s 
gliding strides, frustration growing with each step. It was bad enough that 
Baskania was causing so many problems—why did people like this Kev have to 
make it worse? 

Spartacus stopped suddenly. 

Erec said through his teeth, “Which house is it?” 

“That one.” Spartacus pointed at a white-painted brick house on a hill, 
looming over the others. It figures, Erec thought, that Kev Hunter would have 
the only big house on the outskirts of Alypium. 

“Let’s go.” Erec started walking toward the house, but Spartacus didn’t move. 

“Tt’s not in there.” 

“How do you know that?” 

“T can read minds, remember? This was an easy one, even from this far away. 
Kev Hunter is in there, gloating about handing all the candy out. He’ll be testing 
his control over the kids later today.” Spartacus laughed. “Looks like he’ll be 
disappointed. I hope they scratch the project and send it back to the drawing 


board. But he’s also thought about the Levrium stone. He’s excited that Baskania 
will use it and he’ll get the credit. He hid the thing well. Typical, it’s making 
someone else miserable now. Guy hijacked a poor family that lives out in the 
woods, and set a bunch of Squirler Trees all around them, so they can’t get out 
and nobody can get in. Kev told them to keep the Levrium stone with their most 
valued possessions, and protect it with their life if they ever wanted to see the 
outside of their house again. Unbelievable.” 

“What are Squirler Trees?” 

“They’re like massive Venus flytraps—except they’ ll eat any living thing, no 
matter how big. And they give off an aura that makes you angry just being close 
to them. They say that if the trees don’t snap you up themselves, you could die 
of rage just being nearby. I guess your brain hemorrhages or something. Their 
branches are strong and they bend like snakes to grab animals or people. Then 
they roll you up and squeeze, sucking the life out of you. Generally something 
you’d want to avoid.” 

He headed into the woods, and Erec followed, ducking under vines and 
stepping over rocks. “I’m going to take you as far as you can go before you get 
to the Squirler Trees. But be careful if you find yourself getting angry.” 

After a short hike, Spartacus stopped. “Stay here. I’m going to see this family 
for myself.” He bounded away, leaving Erec in the woods. He was right—Erec 
began to feel uncomfortable and grumpy just standing there. It came on fast and 
hard. Soon, anger didn’t even describe how awful he felt. It helped that 
Spartacus had warned him, but his mind kept thinking of other people to blame, 
especially Kev Hunter. 

Spartacus reappeared, looking even more somber. “The family is terrified. 
Kev threatened them with death if they speak to anyone. They won’t open the 
door for you, Pl tell you that. You’re going to have to break in. And they hid the 
Levrium stone with their jewelry.” He thought a moment. “I wish I could just get 
it for you, but at least ’ll keep an eye on things.” He thought another moment. 
“You’ll need something to help you. Let me see what I can find.” Moments later, 
he returned with an ax. “This will have to do. You can use it against the Squirler 
branches and also to break into the house.” 

“Break in?” Erec had a sense of déjà vu, sure he had seen the ax before. 

“Tt’s your only choice.” 

Erec sizzled with annoyance. Why did this have to be such a pain? He tried to 
remind himself that the reason he felt this way was from the Squirler Trees, but it 
didn’t matter. He wasn’t even under their canopy and he was miserable. Would it 
get worse when he was there? He clutched the ax that Spartacus had given him. 
The idea of slashing those rotten stinking branches made him feel the smallest 


bit better. He couldn’t wait to chop and destroy them. ... 

“This ax will mess up those Squirler Trees?” 

“If you swing hard and fast enough when you run. Don’t worry—I’ll keep 
you from getting caught if you mess up. I’d take you over the trees, but that 
would be worse. They surround and cover the house, and then you’d have to go 
through too many branches at once. This way you just have to avoid the ones 
that come down to the ground.” 

“I’m ready.” Erec looked at the dirt path ahead. The trees that lined it were 
still, limbs reaching to the sky. It was hard to imagine them attacking him. But 
when he stepped forward, he noticed a branch slowly dip in his direction. He 
aimed with his ax and chopped the end off just as it reached him. Fury raced 
through his mind, making him feel crazy. It was hard to remember what he was 
here for—he just wanted to take the ax and chop every tree in the forest to the 
ground. 

“Hurry up!” Spartacus pushed Erec’s back. “If you wait here they’! all attack 
at once.” 

Tree limbs began reaching toward him, and he slashed them hard, chopping 
their ends off as he went. It was difficult to focus through his wrath. He kept 
forgetting why he was there and diving at the branches—even ones behind him. 
It wasn’t hard to defend himself, maybe because he was enjoying the fight. 
Branches fell to the ground all around him. 

“Go!” Spartacus yelled. “You’re almost there!” 

Erec ran fast, holding on to the ax and swinging it wildly. He was sweaty and 
out of breath. Anger and hate surged through him. Before long he came to a 
small house made of logs. He knew that he had to break into it. Erec raised the 
ax above his head and brought it down onto the door, splitting the wood. He 
yanked it out, then did it again. Pieces clattered to the ground as he kept 
chopping. 

In a rage, he reached inside and unlocked the knob, then flung the door open 
with a growl. Before him, a family trembled. The mother held a young child 
tight, his arms wrapped around her neck. An older girl clung to her knee, crying. 

The father stepped in front of them, arms out in a gesture of protection, but 
his hands shook badly. “Leave us alone. You can take anything you want from 
here. I don’t care what happens to me, but stay away from my family.” 

“Jewels. Necklaces. Watches.” Erec squinted around the room. “Where do 
you keep them?” 

The man stuttered, upset. “D-don’t take any of those. Please. Anything in the 
whole house is yours—but don’t steal our jewels.” 

Erec swung the ax back over his shoulder, aiming at the man’s neck. 


“Sorry!” The man stepped back in shock. “I’m sorry. Go ahead. They’re 
upstairs in my wife’s dresser. But we don’t have much. T-take what you want.” 

Erec shoved past them and went upstairs. He rooted through drawers, 
dumping out piles of clothing and old notebooks. There was no stone in any 
dresser drawers—the man had obviously hoped he wouldn’t find the Levrium 
stone. Erec yanked everything off of shelves and out of closets, until he spotted 
some rows of boxes under folded scarves. Paydirt. He tore the lids off, revealing 
a few thin gold chains, chipped fake pearl earrings, and a plastic-looking brooch. 
He tossed these to the floor in haste. Underneath was a large box, and in it a 
brown paper bag. Pulse quickening, he pulled out a glittering gemstone as big as 
his fist that shone in hundreds of shades of blue—from the brightest hue of the 
sky to the darkest shade of midnight. 

This had to be it. He pocketed the huge gem, and scrambled down the stairs. 
His anger had faded now that he had been in the house for a while, and he felt 
awful about how he had treated this family. This was the vision he had seen 
when he had looked into his future with his dragon eyes—and it had been 
correct. He had been horrible, but at the same time he got the Levrium stone 
back. 

This should have made Erec feel better, but instead things seemed worse. For, 
if all of his visions of the future were coming true, what about the one where he 
was riding toward Bethany about to stab her with a huge lance? She had no way 
to protect herself from him, when he came at her that fast—she wouldn’t have 
even been able to run away. 

He tried to shake the image from his mind. The family was still huddled 
together, terrified, in the front room of the house. It wasn’t going to help much, 
but Erec figured that he better make amends for being so violent and destructive 
before. He dropped the ax at his feet and said, “Look, I’m really sorry—” 

In an instant, the father made a lunge for the ax. He held it over his head, 
aimed right at Erec. “What did you take?” 

In shock, Erec cowered under the sharp blade. But then a second later, the ax 
yanked backward and the father flew toward the wall behind him—with the help 
of Spartacus. 

“Get out of here now!” Spartacus yelled. “These people will do anything to 
get that stone back. Pll hold them for you.” 

Erec bolted from the house and through the trees, dashing between reaching 
branches. This time he had no ax to swing, so he sometimes had to dart 
backward and around to avoid being grabbed. The faster he ran, though, the 
more infuriated he became at his entire situation. Where was Spartacus, anyway? 
This was ridiculous, having to go through this all by himself... . 


Something yanked his waist, and then Erec flew into the air. A tree limb 
wrapped itself tight around his middle as he floated up. He seethed in anger. 
How could this happen now? It was pathetic. 

But instead of curling into the top branches, Erec shot forward in the air. The 
branch held him like a stiff python, but it was taking him straight forward and 
out of the grove. That didn’t make sense. Erec looked behind and saw Spartacus 
holding the other end of the tree limb. He had broken it off and was flying Erec 
to safety. Other branches reached toward them, but the ghost was able to expertly 
weave in and out until they reached safety. 

The branch around Erec squeezed him tighter, seemingly unaware that it was 
no longer attached to anything. It was hard to breathe. The thing dug into his 
waist, and it hurt. Finally, Spartacus severed its coils, and the branch fell away. 

Before he could tell Spartacus off for taking so long, still angry from the 
influence of the Squirler Trees, Erec found himself hurtling through the air back 
to the Dragon Horse of Fire. 

“T got that poor family out of there—sorry it took me a while. There is no 
time to waste. I’ve been focusing on the minds of everyone, and I’m getting 
better at reading thoughts from far away. Baskania just came to collect the 
Levrium stone from Kev Hunter and the family—we got it just in the nick of 
time! He knows it’s gone, and he wasted no time, shot himself straight back into 
battle. He’s approaching Lerna now, and it will fall fast if we don’t hurry.” 

“Lerna! I hope Tina is okay!” Erec gripped the Levrium stone tightly. The 
time and distance away from the Squirler Trees let him feel more rational. He 
had to get on that horse fast and do whatever he could. Moments later, Erec and 
Spartacus were at the stable in front of the immense dragon horse with flaming 
red eyes. 

I see you found the stone. Thank you for returning it, Erec. 

He nodded. “Will you take me to Lerna so we can stop Baskania? My quest 
was to ride you to victory. I have no idea what to do, but I guess we’ll see when 
we get there.” 

Put the stone in my saddle pocket and climb on. 

Erec dropped the huge sparkling blue stone into a small pocket in the horse’s 
saddle. It would have been nearly impossible to mount the mare if Spartacus did 
not lift him. But this time, Erec did not feel drained. In fact, he felt great. 

Before saying another word, the mare reared back, pedaling her hooves 
toward the sun. Erec almost flew off, but managed to grab the horn of her saddle. 
Then she raced forward like lightning. Erec wove first one hand and then the 
other through her mane, clinging on for dear life. He pressed flat against her 
back, eyes squinting against the wind. The countryside became a blur as they 


shot past. 

The horse’s strong muscles rippled beneath Erec as they rode. Her black coat 
shimmered in the wind. The green and brown blur below them became a rippling 
blue for a while—Erec realized that they must be charging over a lake. This 
horse could ride on water? Then again, the thing was so strong, it probably could 
do anything. 

The landscape around them blurred more as the mare cantered faster. A giggle 
in Erec’s ear made his skin jump. He cocked his head to the side . . . but maybe it 
had just been the wind. He wanted to look over his shoulder, but all he could do 
was hold on. Something squeezed itself into his hand, still tightly gripping the 
horse’s mane. He was stunned to see it was the ax he had left in the house on the 
outskirts of Alypium. Another hand gripped it too—and Erec followed its arm 
with his eyes until he saw Spartacus Kilroy, floating alongside of the galloping 
mare. 

Spartacus was on his side in the air, a hand propped under his chin. He was 
letting himself be carried by the horse, tugged by his hand on the ax. 

Erec tried to understand why Spartacus had given him the ax, but it was too 
hard to talk into the wind. 

Spartacus heard his thoughts. “Sorry, it was the first weapon I could find. ’m 
still carrying the Calamitizer and Rapid Transitator too, in case we need help.” 

Erec nodded, trying to grip the ax and the horse hair at the same time. Soon it 
was easier as the animal slowed to a trot. They were in the wilderness of 
Otherness now—Erec saw a dragon soar overhead. As they sauntered through a 
clearing, a sound from the distance echoed like thunder—only it kept growing 
louder. Soon, it burst through the woods in a flurry of hoofbeats and crashing 
feet. 

Before Erec’s eyes was the largest army he could ever imagine. Rows of 
soldiers on horseback broke through first, followed by hordes of giant sand 
creatures with blocklike features: the Golems. Through the middle of the Golems 
and flanking them on the sides were foot soldiers, more on horses, and sad- 
looking Cyclopes who looked unsure why they were there. Machinelike 
creatures on wheels, cannons jutting from their faces, followed behind, and 
scattered through the army troops. 

At the end of the cavalcade marched rows upon rows of Spirit Warriors, with 
a few specters thrown into the mix. Spartacus gripped his shoulder, and Erec 
knew they were sharing the same thought: This is where they both would have 
been if not for the help of the three Furies. At least, no matter what else 
happened, he had done right for them. 

Leading the army was a face that Erec could never forget. Eyes blazing in all 


directions, Thanatos Baskania headed the cavalcade with glee. Waving 
something above his head, a wild grin on his face, he galloped on a huge black 
steed with blazing red eyes. 

Baskania’s horse looked just like Erec’s, only much smaller. Erec now 
realized why the Fates told him that he had to ride the Dragon Horse of Fire into 
battle. He was now a match for Baskania. 

At the same time, Erec realized what Baskania was holding in the air—it had 
to be the Master Shem. He was commanding the Golem army, and was about to 
use them for more destruction when they reached Lerna. 

Erec fixated on Baskania’s hand. There lay the key to saving Otherness and 
Upper Earth. There was the way to keep Danny and Sammy safe, as well as the 
rest of the clowns—and Tina and her family in Lerna too. The rest of the army 
was powerful too, but the Golems were unbeatable destructors that could not be 
injured. And maybe, somehow, stopping this would save his family from dying 
in Ashona. 

He had to get that Master Shem back. Everything in his life centered around 
this one small object in the hand of his worst foe. There was nothing that could 
stop him from fighting for it. Every person he cared about in the world would be 
affected by this, and they were all counting on him. 

Erec eyed the ax in his hand, hoping that it would be enough to do the job 
against his enemy. 

“Don’t forget,” a voice said in his ear. “I have some things up my sleeve too.” 

Erec remembered that Spartacus had the Calamitizer and the Rapid 
Transitator. “Maybe you could use that thing to take the Master Shem now?” 

Spartacus aimed the Rapid Transitator at Baskania and squeezed its trigger, 
then pointed in the opposite direction and shot at a tree. Erec watched in wonder, 
waiting to see the Master Shem transport itself to the tree. 

It did not. The thing tugged sideways in the air, but Baskania easily resisted 
Spartacus’s weapon. Baskania, however, swung around to look straight at Erec. 
Horror and rage swept over his face. 

“Um, I guess that wasn’t the best idea,” Erec said. “I can’t give him time to 
think. Let’s go.” 

With a mere nudge, the mare under him charged straight at Baskania. The 
world around them disappeared into a blur. The sudden jolt made Erec lose his 
grip on the ax—but he wasn’t sure what he would have done with it anyway. 
Chop Baskania’s hand off? Instead he rushed ahead, focused on the Master 
Shem. 

Spartacus’s voice in his ear seemed amazingly clear and calm in the midst of 
the rushing wind and intense speed. “Well, the Rapid Transitator didn’t do the 


trick. Want to try the Calamitizer, then?” 

There was a click, and the giant mare slowed to a stop. It took a minute for 
Erec to orient himself to his surroundings because everything looked so strange 
—almost upside down. Golems toppled overhead through the air. Horses spun 
backward on their sides. The sky was full of kicking soldiers, crashing into one 
another on their way back to the hard earth. Trees bowed as if they were made of 
rubber. 

Erec’s mare was amazingly able to resist the forces around her. And he was 
surprised that Baskania and his horse also stood still on the ground about fifty 
feet away, gazing at the spectacle. It was as if the two of them were the only 
fixed points around which everything else revolved. 

“Go, girl! Let’s get that thing.” Erec nudged his horse again, and she took off. 
Baskania looked at Erec and his horse, and seemed to think that it wasn’t worth 
the risk to fight him. He darted the other way, into the middle of his army. 
Soldiers were dusting themselves off and mounting their horses again. Golems 
untangled themselves from piles on the ground and stood up to march. But now 
they no longer headed toward Lerna. Instead, all of the Golems turned toward 
Erec, marching inexorably toward him as their target. 

There was no time left. It was attack or be mauled by Golems. Erec’s horse 
jumped over smaller ones in her way, diving expertly between Golems. Erec slid 
as far forward onto her neck as he could without falling, grasping her mane for 
dear life. He reached an arm out and focused on Baskania’s hand. Charge! 

In a flash, Erec and his mare were beside Baskania. He reached for the Master 
Shem, and with amazing precision, his horse put him in just the right spot. He 
clenched the magical item with all of his might, and then his horse raced 
forward. 

But even though Erec gripped the Master Shem so hard that his hand almost 
ripped off, it did not come with him. Baskania still held the thing, glaring at 
Erec. He pointed, and smoking black daggers shot through the air toward Erec’s 
chest. The mare expertly dodged them, then turned again to face their enemy. 
Baskania sent more smoking daggers toward Erec, then darted to the far side of 
the Golem army. More sand creatures were reaching Erec now. They completely 
blocked him from Baskania, and Erec wasn’t sure how long he and his horse 
could hold out against them. 

How was he supposed to do this? Baskania obviously used some sort of spell 
to keep the Master Shem stuck to his hand. Erec needed more help. He looked 
up at the sky, then he remembered . . . Aoquesth. His spirit dragon friend had 
said Erec could call him anytime. ... 

He closed his eyes and said, “Aoquesth,” and in moments the dragon ghost 


zoomed down from the clouds. With his shining dark purple-red scales and black 
spines he looked just as he had in life. He smiled. “Glad to help, old friend.” 
Even with patches over both of his eyes, the dragon spirit could see just as all 
ghosts could. Aoquesth blew a burst of fire over the Golems that were closing in, 
setting a few of them to flame. 

Erec grinned. “Thanks. We need to get the Master Shem. It’s attached to 
Baskania’s hand.” 

“There’s only one way to do it,” Aoquesth said. “Dive for it again. Your horse 
is smart enough to get you in just the right spot. As soon as you grab hold, stop 
time. Pll be touching you, so I won’t be affected.” 

“TIl keep a hand on you too,” Spartacus said. 

Erec grabbed one of Tarvos’s horns in his left hand and found the scissors to 
put in his right. He fished out the spell he had jotted down, and read it out loud. 
“‘Tiggledy Piggledy Higgledy Poe, I tookund de talisman offend a Foe, Miranda, 
miractra, minstansilo blast, Eustanchia miranchia time ballido cast.’ Okay, 
ready.” 

The mare raced toward Baskania so fast Erec could barely hold on. Her speed 
gave them extra force to shove between Golems and soldiers. She found 
Baskania, and Erec spotted the Master Shem still waving in his hand, 
commanding Golems. His horse expertly maneuvered to the right spot, and even 
as Baskania’s horse moved away, she kept right alongside. Erec reached closer to 
the Shem... closing around it... then grasped it in a death grip. 

It was hard to let go of the mare’s mane without falling so he could use his 
left hand. He squeezed tight with his knees and snapped. . . . 

All movement around Erec and his horse stopped. His mare ground her 
hooves into the ground, muscles flaring, so she could come to a full stop and 
hold still. It was nightmarish, Baskania stock still at his side, his eyes boring into 
Erec’s like frozen beacons of hate. 

“Good job, Erec. Now, don’t move.” Aoquesth’s claw reached toward them. 
In a second there was a slice and the sound of a tear and popping as the claw cut 
through bone. . . . “Now run!” 

Erec had the Master Shem in his hand. His horse charged, and only after Erec 
was Safely away did he snap his fingers again. In a last glimpse, Erec saw 
Baskania’s face change from forceful arrogance to shock and horror. But Erec 
and his horse were one, and they did not stop galloping until the sounds of the 
Golem army were far behind them. When they finally slowed down, Erec looked 
at what he held. 

Attached to the Master Shem was Baskania’s hand. 

He shuddered and screeched all at once, dropping the thing to the ground. But 


then Spartacus grabbed it and stuck it back into Erec’s hand. “Use it, quick! Turn 
the Golems against Baskania, and against one another, so he doesn’t follow us 
out here and get it back!” 

Erec nodded, and addressed the Master Shem, hoping it would work. “Do it! 
Golems, attack Baskania. And destroy one another completely! Now!” 

Spartacus flew away, then returned with a smile. “Done! Baskania buzzed off, 
and the sand things are shredding each other up. There will be no more Golem 
army to worry about!” 

Erec dropped the Master Shem—with Baskania’s hand on it—into the dirt, 
and asked his horse to crush it. Baskania would never forgive him for this! Gone 
were the days of pretending he was a friend. Erec was sure the Shadow Prince 
would create a new hand for himself, but he’d never get the Master Shem again. 

As the realization of what happened sank in, he felt like cheering. Everyone 
was safe now! Could this have helped Ashona, too, like the Fates said it would? 
His family might have died in there. He had to go back right away and make 
sure things were all right. 

“Right on it, boss.” Spartacus grinned. “I was thinking the same thing. We’ll 
check and see that everyone is safe. But according to the Fates it should be, so 
who am I to question?” 

Erec wished he shared Spartacus’s confidence. 


CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO 
The Secret of Ashona 





Spartacus HAD EREC BACK to the Port-O-Door with the Ashona map open 


before Erec had time to blink. Riding such a fast horse had been exhilarating, 
and so was defeating Baskania. Erec could not wait to share the news. 

The ghost swung the inner door open into Ashona, but he hit something and 
bounced back into the vestibule. A strange look crossed his face. “I don’t 
understand.” He reached to touch something in the air, pushing his fingers in and 
out of the doorway. 

“What’s going on?” Erec stretched his fingers out to feel. Just like last time, 
an invisible wall stood between them and Ashona. “This is still here? I don’t get 
it.” 

Spartacus sighed. “I’m afraid it’s much worse. Before, I had no problem 
crossing through the barrier—just like I can pass through anything. But this is 
different. This’—he tapped the obstruction—“is compressed more than any 
earthly material. I might be able to squeeze through, but it would take a long 
time. I have to push hard against the fabric of this thing.” Demonstrating, he 
shoved his finger forward. It moved just a speck. 

A chill ran through Erec. “Why do you think it’s like this now?” 

“T don’t know, but the barrier is growing stronger.” 


This was the last thing that Erec wanted to hear. “I don’t understand. That last 
quest was supposed to have solved all of our problems.” He lifted the Amulet of 
Virtues off his chest, expecting the eighth segment to be lit up. It was not. Erec 
stood a moment, staring at the thing. 

“T don’t know.” Spartacus frowned. “I thought you were done too.” 

“T need to talk to my dad and find out what’s going on in there.” 

Spartacus nodded. In a moment, the outer door of the Port-O-Door flung open 
and Erec was flying in the air in Spartacus’s arms. They arrived at Rosco’s 
apartment before Erec had time to wonder where to go. 

Rosco was not in, but Spartacus let them inside. Erec found his MagicNet e- 
mail. After pressing a few buttons, a young man’s face appeared on the screen, 
sweat beading on his brow. “Can I help you today?” 

“T need to talk to my father in Ashona—King Piter.” 

“Oh!” The man looked excited. “Wow. Okay, then. Here you go.” 

In a moment, several faces flashed onto the screen in a sequence, looking 
Erec over, then transferring to someone else. Finally a gray-haired woman 
appeared. “You’re Erec?” She looked skeptical. 

“Yes. Can I speak to my father, please?” 

For a moment it looked like the answer would be “no,” but then she said, 
“Hold.” 

King Piter’s face popped on the screen. His face was beet red and he was 
panting, sweat streaming down his brow. “Erec—are you okay?” 

“Pm fine. I finished the quest . . . I mean, I thought I did. But you were 
supposed to be safe when I was done. We couldn’t get into Ashona again. You’re 
still trapped?” 

The king took a moment to catch his breath. “Still.” He nodded. “Worse now. 
The air is almost used up. Most of us are sleeping so we don’t need as much 
oxygen. But it’s hard to sleep now that it’s so hot and uncomfortable. The 
pressure is horrible—almost worse than the lack of air.” 

Erec was horrified. “What pressure?” 

The king wiped his forehead. “Ashona is alive, Erec, and it’s malfunctioning. 
It’s keeping everything inside itself closed off. The seal is getting tighter, and it’s 
Starting to pulse and crush us. Like a headache coming from outside of your 
body. Maybe we’re feeling its heartbeats. Whatever it is, it’s getting bad. 

“Ashona has served Posey since she created it with her scepter five hundred 
years ago. It’s a wonderful place. Because it’s alive, it protects us from the sea 
and gives us everything we need without our asking. But Posey’s power over her 
scepter is gone, and now she can’t communicate with the Secret of Ashona at all. 
She is going to go to it directly and speak to it—even though that will probably 


end her life. The Secret of Ashona will devour anyone who comes too close, 
except the one who controls it. That used to be Queen Posey, but now . . . well, I 
think we know who has command of her scepter.” 

Baskania, of course. But how could he have done such strong magic with the 
fake scepter? “Is there another way to talk to the Secret of Ashona that is safer?” 

The king shook his head. “Not from in here. When Posey reaches it, deep 
down in the workings of the base of Ashona, it will put her right inside the 
thing’s mouth. She wouldn’t even do that safely if her scepter was working. If 
she was able to go outside she would talk to it from underneath Ashona. But 
even that would be dangerous without her scepter. So we’ve spent most of our 
time trying to make her scepter work again, using spells. . . .” He sighed. “We’re 
really in a fix.” 

Before the thought was fully formulated in his head, Spartacus was already 
saying, “No way. Let me do it.” 

Erec hesitated, then grinned. “That’s a great idea! I was going to try to talk to 
the Secret of Ashona from below, but that’s even better. You don’t have to risk 
being killed.” 

With a nod, the ghost disappeared. 

“We’ll take care of it, Dad.” Before King Piter started to protest, Erec clicked 
the MagicNet off. It was not up for argument. Erec and Spartacus would do what 
they had to. 

But Spartacus soon returned. “I went underneath the city and found it—the 
Secret of Ashona is hard to miss when you’re down there. It’s an amazing 


creature .. . or whatever you’d call it. But it could not hear me or see me at all. 
Completely frustrating. I tried to ask it what was going on. . . even went inside 
of it, but it couldn’t detect me.” 

“What should I do?” 


A familiar voice issued from over Erec’s shoulder. “Pick your nose? Pick your 
brain? Pick your battles?” 

Erec spun around to see the Hermit standing calmly, wearing nothing but an 
enormous fig leaf over his lower parts and his winged shoes. He posed like a 
Greek statue, balancing an apple on one hand in the air. 

“Hermit!” Erec filled with relief. “I thought I finished my quest, but 
everyone’s still stuck in Ashona. They’re suffocating in there.” 

“Oh, no. Mustn’t have that.” The Hermit’s eyes twinkled with merriment as if 
he was talking about a kid eating too much candy, and not everyone who Erec 
loved dying. 

“How can we help them?” 

“We? So it’s we, now that you want something done, is it?” He giggled. 


Erec waited, hoping for usable advice. 

The Hermit took a bite of the apple with a loud crunch and scratched his chin. 
“If you have heart, go to the heart of the problem. If you have a brain, though, 
think first, or you will find yourself all stomach.” He hooted with laughter, then 
finished his apple, tossing the core into Erec’s hands. 

Erec threw a glance at Spartacus, but when he looked back the Hermit was 
gone. “How does he do that?” 

Spartacus shrugged. “I can’t even scoot that fast. What do you think he was 
saying?” 

“Who knows? I should go to the Secret of Ashona myself. Pll have to try to 
find out what’s going on since Posey can’t do it from inside. I guess that’s what 
the Hermit means—if I have heart, Pll go to the heart of the problem.” 

“And if you have a brain, you have to be careful . . . or you’ll end up in its 
stomach, I guess.” 

“Pm not sure how to be careful with that thing. I guess I just won’t get too 
close to it.” 

“How will you breathe under there? It’s in the middle of the ocean.” 

Erec flashed his Instagills. “Easy.” 

“Oh, yeah, that’s right. Well, no time like the present, right?” 

Erec nodded—and they were off. 


Erec had to shout at Spartacus in his thoughts until the ghost noticed that he was 
trying to communicate with him. They were whizzing through the ocean so fast 
that it hurt Erec’s skin, and he had to tell Spartacus to slow down. Reluctantly, 
Spartacus changed his pace. Now Erec could see the sea life they were passing. 
Octopuses and schools of fish grazed against him as he sailed through the water. 
It was interesting enough to distract him from where he was headed. The bubble 
city of Ashona was within view, and Spartacus was taking him down along its 
side, then underneath it. 

Erec hoped this wasn’t a stupid thing to do. If Queen Posey was not able to 
speak to the Secret of Ashona without being eaten alive, then why would Erec 
even attempt it? Maybe he would do everyone a lot more good if he stayed on 
the outside and found Baskania, made him reverse his command about Ashona. 
Not that he had any chance of doing that. 

But the Hermit made it sound like he should do this . . . at least if he did it 
right, whatever that meant. He hoped he was interpreting the Hermit correctly— 
he never really knew what that guy meant. 

From the outside, the set of connecting bubbles that was Ashona looked 


smoky-colored, and pulsating—completely different from the way it previously 
appeared. Before he was close enough to put a hand on its shell, Spartacus 
yanked him downward. The city went much deeper than Erec expected. 

Spartacus pulled him under a long, flat wall of cobbled metal. Erec reached a 
finger up to touch it. It was pulsing out as if it were about to burst. The tension 
inside it must have been enormous to make it buckle out like that. He cringed, 
thinking of Bethany in there, sweltering, with no oxygen. How much longer 
would everyone last? 

A long way under Ashona, Erec saw swirling, rushing bubbles circling in the 
water ahead of them. Even through the water, he could hear a rushing sound, like 
a whirlpool. Spartacus pulled him closer until he began to resist. I think this is a 
safe distance, he thought. 

Spartacus stopped. “You can’t even see her from here.” 

Her? 

“Yeah. The Secret of Ashona. It’s a woman.” 

I don’t know how close I can go without getting swallowed. 

“Well, you can try talking to her from here.” 

Erec was able to speak underwater, thanks to his Instagills. But in addressing 
the Secret of Ashona, he wasn’t quite sure how to start. “Can you hear me?” 

There was no response. 

“T think you’re going to have to get a little closer, bud.” Spartacus pulled him 
farther. 

Erec yanked back, and then tried again to speak to the Secret—and heard no 
answer. 

Like a game of tug-of-war, Spartacus kept pulling one way and Erec kept 
yanking back. As they inched closer to the swirling torrent ahead, Erec thought 
about the Hermit’s warning. Was there another way he was supposed to prepare 
for this? He wished he knew. 

The Secret of Ashona was approaching fast. Erec was much closer than he 
wanted to be. At the same time, it was still not responding when he spoke to it. 
Steadily, he approached, until finally he could see it clearly. 

The rushing water of the Secret of Ashona swirled in the shape of waving hair 
around a woman’s face. Inside were clear features. Watery blue eyes fluttered at 
Erec, and lips smiled. She was beautiful, he thought, straight out of a dream. 
How could anyone be afraid of her? Calm knowledge and happiness radiated on 
her face. 

Erec asked, eagerly, “Can you tell me what’s happening? Everything is sealed 
in Ashona.” 

She opened her mouth, and, in a second . . . lunged. All he could see were 


jaws and blackness. 
He was devoured. 


It was dark in the Secret of Ashona. Erec could still breathe in the water, but he 
could not see. And there was nothing to hear other than the rushing sound of its 
whirlpool. 

He tried to speak to her from the inside, in his thoughts. I’m Erec Rex. Queen 
Posey’s nephew. They’re having a lot of trouble up there. Queen Posey can’t talk 
to you anymore. Can you tell me how to help them? 

There was no answer. 


After a while, Erec could hear Spartacus’s voice nearby. “Sorry—it took me 
forever to get in here. Not easy, this thing. It’s almost as tight as the barrier 
around Ashona. Let’s get you to safety.” 

Erec felt tugging on his arm, and then his legs. But he was not moving. 

“Hmm. That’s strange.” There was a lot more tugging, and then Spartacus 
seemed to disappear. Quite a while later, Erec heard him again. “I can get out 
and back in, but it took me a while. I just have to figure out how to get you free.” 

After a lot more tugging, though, Spartacus gave up. 

I’m okay, don’t worry, Erec thought. 

Neither of them said the obvious—even though Erec could breathe here, he 
would not last long without food and fresh water. This had been a mistake. It 
was over for him. 


Long after Erec had given up and resigned himself to his loved ones suffering in 
agony, he heard a voice from above. It sounded familiar. “We need to talk.” 

For a minute, he thought someone was addressing him. But then the water all 
around him tinkled into a voice. “You are not my master anymore, Posey.” 

“T realize that. You need to stop listening to Baskania. You’re destroying this 
place, and hurting everyone inside. We won’t be able to live much longer.” 

There was a pause. “I’m sorry, Posey. I can’t help you anymore. In fact, by 
rights I could digest you right now. But PII let you go this time, as you were the 
one who created me. And I have someone else in my stomach now—your 
nephew, who is delicious.” 

Queen Posey’s voice grew shrill with horror. “My nephew? You’ve eaten 
Erec?” 

“T am digesting him now. He’s quite a tasty morsel.” 

Erec shuddered. He was going to be digested? He wasn’t sure if that was 


worse than dying of thirst and starvation, but it didn’t sound good. 

“You must let him go! We need him. He is destined to be the King of 
Alypium!” 

“That is not my concern. I only heed commands of the Queen of Ashona.” 

There was a pause. “I don’t understand. I am the Queen of Ashona. I thought 
Baskania was giving you orders now.” 

“Who is Baskania? I know no such person. I am following orders of my new 
ruler—the one you passed your scepter to by full rights.” 

“Who is that? Are you talking about ‘King’ Dollick Stain? Because I can 
assure you that he is not a true ruler. He could not command my scepter. . . .” 
She thought a moment. “Or can he now? Is that what this is about? Did that idiot 
boy make this much of a mess here already?” 

“King Dollick Stain? I know of no such person. And he is certainly not my 
new queen.” 

Erec was as confused as Posey sounded. New queen? Who could the Secret 
of Ashona be talking about? 

Posey spoke slowly. “What new queen are you following?” 

“Your successor. The Metamorpher has acted, and passed on your crown.” 

“The what? The Metamorpher is here? Hesti? How could that be?” 

Erec immediately recognized his birth mother’s name. Hesti was here? In 
Ashona? For a second he was excited, but then remembered that he was stuck 
and couldn’t find her, and she would die with everyone inside of Ashona. His 
mother had the power to pass the crown from one generation to the next. But 
could she do it randomly like that? Why would she? And who was the next 
queen—did that mean that his lost triplet sibling was here as well? He wanted to 
find his mother and triplet sister so much he could explode. But he was stuck in 
the Secret of Ashona permanently. 

Posey took a few breaths, trying to calm down. “Thank you for letting me 
speak to you. But there is a problem you should think about. Your new ruler is in 
Ashona, it seems. If you continue to follow her command—whatever that is— 
then you will kill her as well.” 

The Secret of Ashona was silent for a moment. Then she said, “That is true. It 
may be a problem. But she has given me no other commands. I have to follow 
her orders.” 

“Can I give you one last order?” 

“No, Posey. You may not. I am sorry.” It sounded like the Secret of Ashona 
was truly sorry that its new queen would die. 

“What was her request for you, exactly?” 


“My new queen touched her scepter and commanded to me, ‘I want things to 
stay like this in Ashona forever. I wish nobody would leave, ever, and that 
absolutely nothing could get in or out.’” 

Who would have said that? Erec wondered. It didn’t even make sense. The 
person sounded like she had no idea what she was wishing for. But if she was in 
control of Posey’s scepter, why didn’t she fix everything now? 

“T have an idea,” Posey said. “We both agree that it would be terrible for your 
new ... queen to die because of a mistake. There is a way for you to reverse a 
spell. Why don’t we do that?” 

“That demands a sacrifice.” 

“T understand. I will be the sacrifice.” 

Erec listened with shock. His aunt was volunteering to sacrifice herself to 
reverse this spell? 

“But who would sacrifice you? It would have to be someone from the outside. 
Nobody except you can live in the water long enough to do it.” 

“Erec Rex can—if you let him go. He has Instagills.” 

There was a pause. The two understood completely what was going on, even 
though Erec had no clue. So, the Secret of Ashona might let him go, but then he 
would have to sacrifice his own aunt? He could never do that. 

The tinkling voice around Erec spoke. “That might be possible. He would 
have to ride the Horse of the Elements, and use the lance there. This is how this 
sacrifice will take place. Piercing the shield around Ashona with the lance will 
break it open. But it will not work unless it goes straight through the heart of a 
living sacrifice to reverse this spell.” 

Erec felt lightheaded in the swirling waters. He had to ride the Horse of the 
Elements? That is exactly what his quest told him to do. So the Dragon Horse of 
Fire wasn’t what he was supposed to ride? But it had worked to stop Baskania. . . 


Was he supposed to do both things, then? He never knew with the Fates. 
Riding the Horse of the Elements sounded fine, as did spearing the shield with a 
lance. But stabbing someone with it and killing them—how could he ever do 
that? Especially his aunt? 

“T will be the sacrifice,” the queen repeated. 

“No. I won’t take you,” the Secret of Ashona mused. “You are too important 
to me. It must be someone else. I’ll let your nephew go. He will find the Horse 
of the Elements in a small cave a mile north of the northernmost point of 
Ashona. Place your sacrifice at the tip of the shield on that side. Erec should ride 
the horse at top speed, and stab straight through the shield into that person’s 
heart. All will be well then.” 


There was a noise as the queen disappeared back into the bowels of Ashona. 
Erec was tossed around, spun in circles, then spit into the calm water at the 
undersurface of Ashona. 


Erec floated a while, wondering which way was due north. Spartacus was 
nowhere to be seen. Erec hoped he would come back soon. If Erec took too 
long, the people of Ashona might not survive. 

He thought about what he had heard. His mother was inside of Ashona now— 
and she was called the Metamorpher? And his lost triplet sibling sister— 
Elizabeth—was there too? He wondered if she still liked the name “Princess 
Pretty Pony.” Why were they here? They were so tantalizingly close. Once Erec 
broke through the spell holding Ashona captive, he would search for them right 
away. 

But there was another problem. Even if it was not his aunt sacrificing herself, 
how would he ever be able to stab through the heart of anyone—killing them? It 
wasn’t possible. Then again, if he didn’t do it, everyone would die, wouldn’t 
they? That would be much worse. 

Except he would be the one killing someone. How could he live with that? 

But how could he not? His aunt seemed okay with it. It was the only logical 
thing to do. It made sense. But it would be the hardest thing that he ever did. 

Could he close his eyes? Just pretend he was somewhere else? But if he did 
that, he couldn’t aim through the person’s heart... . 

Just then, Erec froze in terror. As if remembering a distant dream, he pictured 
the vision he had seen of his future. Rushing forward on a horse, with a lance 
aimed straight at the heart of Bethany. 


CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE 
The Impossible Quest 





There was No way in the world he would let that happen. No way. Bethany 
would never die at his hands. He just wouldn’t do it. Nobody could make him. 
Erec crossed his arms and let the current carry him away from Ashona. It was 
over for them—and for him. He didn’t care anymore. 

There was something on his shoulder—he looked and saw Spartacus’s hand. 
For a while the ghost didn’t say anything, but then he gave Erec a sad smile. 
“You know, she’s going to die either way.” 

“So what? I don’t want to know about it.” 

“But you do know about it. Pretending it isn’t happening doesn’t help. 
Bethany wants to give her life so she can help everyone else. Isn’t that a better 
way for her to die than by suffocation, along with everyone else in Ashona?” 

“She wants to be the one to make the sacrifice. That sounds just like her.” 
Erec flushed with anger at the thought. “Selfish,” he murmured. 


“Selfish! She’s giving up her life to save everyone else, and you’re calling her 
selfish?” 

“Exactly!” Erec wasn’t sure where his anger was coming from, but he was 
full of it. “She’s thinking of everyone except for me! How am I supposed to go 
on and be happy if she dies here? She should think about that!” 

Spartacus put his hands on Erec’s shoulders and looked him in the eye with 
sarcasm. “Is this the person talking who gave his own life up to save all of the 
captive souls—without thinking about how it would affect Bethany? Is this the 
person who risked going into the underworld without thinking of Bethany? Is 
this the guy who jumped into the Diamond Mind pit to save five people—” 

“All right! All right. You made your point.” Erec calmed down, thinking 
about it. Spartacus was completely right. Erec had done this much more than she 
had, and it was only with luck that he was still here to talk about it. He had been 
perfectly fine with himself making that choice—and now he realized it was 
much harder being the one left behind. No wonder Bethany had been crying 
when she was in Ashona, not knowing where Erec was or if he was even alive. 
He felt awful for her. What he had done was wrong. No matter what the risk, he 
should have let her come and be there for all of it. This was the last time, he 
decided, if for some reason they both possibly lived through this, that he would 
ever leave her home to worry. 

The only problem was that there was no way they would both live through 
this. Erec was safe now. And his brother—and Bethany’s brother—Trevor was 
out of danger. But everyone else would be gone. His father, Aunt Posey, Nell, 
Zoey ... his heart crumbled when he thought of Zoey in that place with all of 
the pressure and heat, and no oxygen. Was it too late for her already? How could 
he be taking his time like this—he had to save her now! And all the innocent 
people trapped in Ashona. 

And his birth mother, Queen Hesti, the Metamorpher. 

And his lost triplet sister, Elizabeth. 

There was no choice. He would have to do this, for everyone’s sake. Even for 
Bethany’s sake. Better she die the way that she chooses than in absolute failure. 

This would be the hardest thing he ever did. 

Without another word, Spartacus pulled him fast in the right direction. Soon 
they were at the mouth of a small rock cave. It seemed a horse would not fit 
inside, but Erec went in to look. 

The circular cave was five feet around—with no horse anywhere. But a large, 
sparkling silver sea horse wagged its curled tail back and forth, darting in 
different directions around the cave. 

The creature cocked its head, looking at Erec out of an eye in the side of its 


face. Its voice was clear and soft, almost like a whisper. “I know why you’re 
here, little boy. You want to take the spell off of Ashona. You need to use the 
lance on the floor here.” 

A thin needle, about one foot long, lay against some rocks. Erec picked it up. 
It was much smaller than the one in his vision. In fact, it seemed doubtful that it 
could stab through the shield around Ashona at all. And if it punctured Bethany’s 
heart... 

Erec cheered up immensely. This little thing wouldn’t kill Bethany. If it went 
into her heart it could hurt her, but there were great doctors in Ashona, like in 
Alypium. Magical doctors who could fix a small problem like a needle in the 
heart. There was hope! Everything would be fine. The Secret of Ashona needed 
a sacrifice, but the sacrifice didn’t have to die, did it? Maybe Erec had it wrong. . 


He grabbed the tiny lance with glee and approached the small sea horse. “Can 
I ride you, then?” 

“Of course.” The thing preened its fins with its snout, then breathed what 
looked like orange liquid onto its back. “Let me finish cleaning up. I want to 
look nice.” 

Erec watched it blow orange all over its body. “Is that some kind of paint?” 

The Horse of the Elements cocked its head again. “No, little boy. It’s fire. I 
have fire, air, earth, and water inside of me. I will breathe fire at anyone who 
gets in our way on the ride to Ashona.” 

Erec almost laughed, thinking about how little a tiny stream of fire would do, 
especially underwater. But he held back. This animal was saving everyone he 
knew. 

“Go ahead, climb on!” it said. 

Erec was as large as the sea horse. He threw a leg over its back and an arm 
around its neck, the tiny lance in his other fist. 

“Okay. Ready, then.” The sea horse took off slowly, barely drifting out of the 
cave. Erec bit his lip to keep from laughing. This was what he had been so 
worried about? Going at a snail’s pace and holding a needle, he wasn’t going to 
hurt a fly. Bethany would be fine. He had never been happier—all was going to 
be great. Everyone would be freed from Ashona, and he would be able to finally 
meet his birth mother and triplet sister soon! 

The only problem was that they were moving so slow it would take a year to 
get there. With a mile to go, Erec was impatient. His family was suffering. 
Someone in Ashona could be dying. 

As if on cue, the sea horse sped up a bit, and then a bit more. In fact, Erec was 
surprised that the thing was able to go so fast, given its size. It didn’t seem very 


strong—Erec’s feet hung far below its underside . . . at least they had before. 
Oddly, the animal seemed to be larger. As they ventured forward it grew even 
bigger, and moved faster. In fact, it was obvious now—the thing was far bigger 
than Erec. He could still wrap an arm around its neck, but he had to scoot 
forward to reach it. 

It was getting harder to hold on as the Horse of the Elements sped ahead. The 
water dragged Erec backward, and he had to angle forward so he did not get 
tugged off. Holding the lance was harder too. If Erec did not keep it pointed 
straight, the pressure of the water yanked it to the side. It seemed heavier now, 
and harder to hold. 

Erec looked at the lance with horror. It had grown as well, along with the 
horse. What had started out a thin, one-foot needle was now a four-foot long, 
thick blade. 

This would not be safe for Bethany at all. 

But if Erec had thought he was moving fast before, that was nothing 
compared to now. The horse kept growing larger and racing quicker until they 
charged at full speed. Erec could see nothing except bubbles and blur. Water 
yanked his lance up and down until he wedged its base into the ridges of the 
horse’s neck, keeping it poised straight ahead. It took everything he had to hold 
the horse and lance at the same time. 

They would be there any minute now. Erec’s heart thumped. This was exactly 
like his horrible vision of the future. His lance was now seven feet long, aiming 
straight at Ashona and Bethany’s heart. He thought about stopping time again, 
but what would that do? As soon as he restarted it, he would either stab through 
Ashona and Bethany, or not. 

How could he do this? But how could he not do it? It was what Bethany 
wanted. It would save everybody. It would save Zoey. And his mother. And 
everybody else. 

He had to do it. 

Ashona rose up fast before him. He could not see where the clear seal around 
it began, but soon he spotted a lone figure directly in the path of his lance, which 
was now ten feet long. At first he could only see the dark hair. 

But then he could see her. It was Bethany. Ropes held her still, stopping her 
from changing her mind. 

Everything inside of Erec froze. The Horse of the Elements shot forward. 
Erec gripped hard, poised so he could aim... 

... Straight... 
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are her... 


.. . heart... 

NO! 

Something broke inside of Erec. Just before the lance stabbed through the 
barrier around Ashona, and into the heart of his best friend in the whole world, 
he dove on it. With the weight of his body, he shoved the handle upward, 
pushing its tip straight down into the water. It plummeted before it even made a 
nick in the shield. 

In the split second that relief flooded through his body, the speeding lance hit 
rock beneath him. Erec was thrown up through the water, flung from the force of 
the speed and the weight of the lance. Before the drag from the water slowed 
him, he was above the edge of the bubble around Ashona. 

Getting his bearings again, he swam the rest of the way up to the top. What 
had he done? There was no way he could kill Bethany . . . so he had basically 
killed everybody inside, including Bethany. He was an idiot. A failure. Bethany 
was just as doomed now, and would be miserable in her last moments too. 

Was it worth finding the Horse of the Elements below and trying this all over 
again? He closed his eyes and pictured a repeat performance, and still could not 
imagine being able to stab Bethany, even knowing all that he knew. 

It was hopeless. 


Erec drifted along the upper surface of Ashona, dragging his fingertips along its 
sealed enclosure. The least he could do was to be there when the whole thing 
went bad. As soon as he could face her, he would swim to Bethany and wait 
with her, watching her through the bubble shield even if they could not hear 
each other. 

Erec could see the hallways and passages below him, as well as some open- 
topped storage rooms. Nobody was in sight. It was so hot and miserable inside 
they were either sleeping or waiting on lower levels where it might be cooler. 

Erec drifted to the pinnacle of the shield. Under him, at the very topmost 
point, someone was in a room filled with machinery. Out of curiosity, he swam 
over and looked in. Of all people, there was Nell, his sister, fiddling with gears 
on a large turbine. She leaned on her walker propped against a wall. 

What was she doing? Erec watched until she gave up with the turbine and 
tried to yank a chain off of its gear teeth. 

She was trying to destroy the machinery. It looked impossible, but his brave 
sister was doing the only thing she could think of to disable the Heart of Ashona. 
He figured this must be the control room that Ashona needed to function. If Nell 
dismantled it, the Secret of Ashona would lose its ability to form a force field 


around the place. 

It wasn’t a bad idea, but there was no way that it would work. Nell wasn’t 
strong enough to do any damage—Erec doubted anyone could. The only way to 
help things was for Erec to... 

He didn’t want to think about it. Instead, he distracted himself watching Nell 
struggle against the machines. She didn’t see him, and worked tirelessly in an 
effort that would amount to nothing. Erec shoved his hands into his pockets, 
thinking about the futility of everything. 

Something in his pocket scraped against his hand, and he pulled it out. It was 
that odd mousetrap-shaped device that Baskania had given him. Which made 
him think of another thing he was carrying—Erec dug deeper and found the little 
pink brain that had been Tarvos’s power source. Just holding it amplified his 
powers thousands of times, and the mousetrap multiplied it thousands of times 
more. Erec remembered when Rosco tried to create a drop of water using those 
two things and had created a solid wall of water that flooded all of Alypium. 

For a moment, he held the two objects, wondering if they might be enough 
for him to break open the seal around Ashona. It couldn’t hurt to try... . 

“You might as well,” a voice said in his ear. “But I wouldn’t hold my breath. 
Even when I used them both I didn’t make a crack in Tartarus.” 

Erec was happy to see Spartacus again. It was nice that he could read Erec’s 
mind, so he was spared from repeating the whole painful story. But Spartacus 
was right. The mousetrap device, even with Tarvos’s power source, had not 
touched Tartarus. Would it work here now? There was nothing else to do but try. 

The Amulet of Virtues swung around his neck, its eighth segment still not lit, 
even though he had ridden the Horse of the Elements. He failed this quest for 
sure. Then again, was he really supposed to kill Bethany? Wouldn’t the Fates 
know that was impossible? 

Next to the Amulet, the Twrch Trwyth swung over his chest. Three Awen 
balls were left on it: the Awen of Beauty, the Awen of Knowledge, and the Awen 
of Creation. Maybe he should use the Awen of Knowledge so that he would 
know exactly what to do. 

Or maybe— 

Erec fingered the Awen of Creation, dumbstruck. There it was, dangling 
around his neck this whole time. Inside of it was an unmatched power of 
destruction, and creation as well. It alone might be able to break through 
anything that existed—even Tartarus itself. But magnified with the powers of the 
mousetrap device and Tarvos’s power source .. . 

But why did his quest tell him to ride that sea horse, then, if he wasn’t 
supposed to stab through Ashona? Looking down at the control room underneath 


him, it sunk in. Maybe he was supposed to do exactly what he did. That would 
have put him right up here, where he was now, where he had flipped when the 
lance hit the stone. Maybe this was exactly where he needed to detonate the 
Awen of Creation—right above the control room. 

Spartacus stared at him in amazement. “There is one problem, you know.” 

“What? This has to work!” 

“Tt might. But unless you can take that thing off of your neck and give it to 
me, you’ ll probably blow up in the process.” 

Erec stared at him, comprehension sinking in. He never had thought of taking 
the Twrch Trwyth off of his neck ever since he had gotten it. He wasn’t supposed 
to. When he started to lift it off, a terrible feeling came over him. No. He 
dropped it back onto his chest. It was his to use. Nobody else’s. 

But then he remembered something else. When he had used the first Awen 
ball, the Awen of sight, the entire city around him became blinded, obscured by 
clouds. At the same time, though, he alone was able to see clearly through the 
mists. Maybe wearing the Twrch Trwyth would protect him from the effects of 
the explosion. 

Then again, the second Awen ball he had used, the Awen of Harmony, gave 
both him and the Furies complete harmony. It affected him the same as everyone 
else. 

He had no idea what this one would do. All he knew was that he had no other 
choice. 

He looked at Spartacus. “Nell’s still down there. Can you get her out of the 
way? I’m going to try this right here, on top of the control room.” 

Spartacus nodded. It took forever for him to inch through the tight, thick 
barrier around Ashona. When he was halfway, he winced. “It’s awful in there, 
even for me. The pressure is horrible. Get ready now—and give me ten seconds 
after I’m through. That’s more than enough time for me to get Nell and everyone 
in this part of Ashona out of the way. But don’t wait any more than that. People 
won’t survive this much longer.” 

Erec watched Spartacus wedge his way through the force field. Then he 
gripped Tarvos’s power source and pulled back the bar on the mousetrap device. 
Below him, Spartacus grabbed Nell by the waist and fled from the room—a look 
of terror filling the poor girl’s face. 

It was safe now. He had to act fast, but he made himself count to ten. Then 
Erec twisted the tiny black glass dodecahedron attached to the foot of the boar- 
shaped Twrch Trwyth vial. Its little stem cracked. A small black trail slithered 
into the water as he lowered it onto the mousetrap. The Awen ball positioned 
itself neatly in the crease where the lever was aimed. 


Erec pressed Tarvos’s power source onto the mousetrap, and hoped for the 
best. He released the bar. It snapped. 

White sparks. Black glitter. Fragments. Pieces of things. Whirling. Banging. 

Blackness. 


CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR 
Good-bye to a Ghost 





Gutmers oF LicHt and dark spun before Erec’s eyes. Where was he? The 


shadows around him were confusing. His brain felt like it had gone through a 
blender. Was he still spinning through the ocean? Buried under chunks of rock? 
Were the glimmers little rays of sunlight? 

No... as Erec’s mind cleared, he could tell that the glimmers were light rays 
through his own opening eyelids. He was in something soft. A bed. White sheets. 

Erec moved a finger, and then a hand. Everything was sore, but seemed to be 
in working order. He was alive—at least he had survived the blast, somehow. 
But had anyone else? 

With trepidation, Erec turned to look around the room. Someone was in a bed 
nearby, and other people walked around. 

“Erec!” Bethany rushed toward him. “You’re awake! I was so worried about 
you. We’ve all been sitting here waiting with you. You could have died! How in 
the world were you able to break through the barrier? I thought we’d never make 
it.” 

It hurt to speak, but Erec didn’t care. “Is everyone okay?” 

“Everyone.” Bethany wiped Erec’s forehead with a cloth. “You’ve been 


sweating the whole time you were passed out.” 

Erec let the relief inside fill him completely. Tears came to his eyes as he 
thought about what had almost happened. “I couldn’t do it, you know. There was 
no way.” 

Bethany broke into a sob. She wiped her face a few times. “I wondered about 
that. Iso much wanted to do that . . . you know. To save everyone. Like you do.” 

“Bethany, don’t ever think you have to—” 

“T wanted to! But then, at the last minute, I didn’t want to. I hoped you would 
change your mind—I was terrified. It seemed impossible, though. Why would 
you ever choose to kill everyone there, including me... ?” 

“Tt wasn’t a choice, like that. There was no choice, really. I just couldn’t do 
it.” He was quiet a moment. “But it all worked just right. I guess I had to charge 
toward you with that lance so I would be shot up to the right spot on top of 
Ashona to blast through it. 

Bethany heaved a sigh of relief. “Thanks, Erec.” She lifted the Amulet of 
Virtues off of his chest. “Another one is lit up.” 

It was true. An eighth segment was now glowing a brilliant green color. The 
black symbol inscribed in it was unintelligible, so Erec shut his eyes and brought 
his dragon eyes forward to read it. 

It said Instinct. 

“Why instinct?” Erec let his regular eyes out again. 

Bethany smiled. “You made the right choice in a split-second decision, didn’t 
you?” She gave him a hug. “Prince Charming saved the day again.” 

Erec could feel a blush creep over his face. “Who is that?” He pointed to the 
next bed over, changing the subject. 

“Tt’s Nell. We’re in the Castle Infirmary in Ashona. A lot of people have been 
in and out of here in the last few days, treated for heatstroke and injuries. Nell 
got a little more hurt—I guess she was closer to where the explosion was. But 
she’s going to be fine.” 

Another voice nearby said, “The people inside were shielded from the blow. 
The force field absorbed most of the blast.” Erec turned to see Spartacus on the 
other side of the bed. “You looked like you had it pretty bad, though. I thought 
you’d never survive. The explosion created a massive hole in the ocean floor 
around Ashona. The old coral reefs are gone, but new ones formed in all kinds of 
crazy patterns. It looks like a meteor hit there. And I won’t talk about the tidal 
waves crashing into countries around Upper Earth.” He shook his head. “It was 
hard to see clearly, but there was something growing around you during the 
blast. It was like a green bubble made of leaves . . . I really couldn’t tell. I’ve 
never seen anything like it.” 


“What are you staring at?” Bethany asked. 

“Spartacus. He’s here.” 

“Oh!” Bethany looked into the air in that direction. 

“T’ve come to say good-bye, you know.” Spartacus put a hand on Erec’s head. 
“Youll be okay now, I think.” 

“T will.” Tears came to Erec’s eyes again. He was happy for his friend. The 
ghost was ready to go on to where he was meant to be. But he would miss him, 
just the same. 

“TIl miss you too, kid.” Spartacus winked and then he vanished. 

“He’s gone,” Erec said to Bethany. He choked up, unable to speak, as tears 
streamed down his face. 

Bethany held him until he could catch his breath. 


“T don’t understand!” Erec sat in the throne room with Queen Posey and his 
father, King Piter. “I want to find my birth mother and my triplet sister. Where 
are they?” 

“T don’t know where your birth mother is,” Queen Posey explained. “I’ve had 
my people search high and low. She was here—the Secret of Ashona told us. But 
where?—I don’t know.” 

“What about my sister?” 

The king and queen exchanged a look. “She’s been taken care of,” Posey said. 
“Tt’s nothing you need to worry about.” 

“Where is she?” 

“Safe. We don’t want to risk her exposure. We fixed her problems with the 
scepter. So nobody has to worry anymore. We’re all good.” 

“I’m not good! I want to know who she is! We are supposed to be working 
together, she and I. And whoever my brother is . . . him, too.” 

King Piter frowned. “There are reasons, Erec. She isn’t ready. Just let it go.” 

Erec could see he was getting nowhere fast—as usual. He shouldn’t have 
expected anything different. But it was hard being this close and not meeting her. 
Where were they hiding her? If he found her himself, and they could go on 
adventures together... 

But the idea exhausted him. An adventure was the last thing that he wanted. 
In fact, the more he thought about it, the less he even cared who his triplet sister 
was. What really mattered was that his real family, the ones he knew growing up, 
and Bethany were safe. Everything was fine, the way it should be. Upper Earth 
still was in existence, and Otherness, too. Something new was the last thing he 
needed. 


The only thing for now was to relax and do absolutely nothing. 


“You ready?” Erec popped his head into the castle library in Ashona. “You don’t 
need to pack books, you know.” 

Bethany sighed. “You’re right. It’s just hard to travel without them.” She 
hesitantly lowered an immense subprime geometrical derivatives book to the 
table. “So, will you tell me now where we’re going? Is it somewhere exciting, 
like the Underworld? Are we going to visit the Furies—or see the Fates in 
person? I can’t wait to have an adventure, after sitting around for so long 
worrying about you!” 

“Tm so sorry about that, Bethany. I’m not going to do that to you anymore. I 
know how awful it is being unable to help when your best friend is risking their 
life.” 

She looked happier than Erec could ever remember. “So, where’s it going to 
be, then? A dragon’s lair? Some hidden place in Otherness?” 

Erec laughed. “No way. I’ve had it with risking my life—and yours. I want to 
go somewhere I’ve never been. And it wasn’t easy getting Mom to agree to this 
trip either, even though I’ve been through death and back without her. I don’t 
think I could have talked her into letting me take you to the Underworld just for 
fun.” 

Bethany bounced up and down. “Well, where is it, then? Where are we 
going?” 

“Mississippi. And then Alabama. I’ve never been down south. I’ve heard it’s 
really pretty there.” 

“Mississippi? Alabama?” Bethany looked confused. “Yov’re talking about 
Upper Earth?” 

“Yeah. Since it hasn’t been destroyed by a Golem army, I figured we might as 
well enjoy it. It’s going to be fall soon, and we’re both going to get started with 
tutors again, I guess. So this is a nice place for us to visit for a few days. You 
know, we could see the sights, go to the Mississippi Delta. . .” 

“And your mom is letting us go alone?” 

“Not exactly.” He shrugged. “Jam’s coming, too. He’s bringing the Serving 
Tray, SO we can pig out every day.” 

“T’m in!” She gave him a kiss on the cheek. 

Erec felt himself blush. “I don’t even want the crown. Seems like I keep 
getting pushed in that direction by the Fates—doing one quest after the other. I 
wish they would just leave me alone. Someday Pll have to find my lost siblings 
and my birth mother, but I’m through with these quests.” He sat in a chair and 


watched Bethany stuff more books into her bag. “If only we could have a normal 
life. No more adventure. All I want is to sit around with you and eat doughnuts.” 

“And brownies.” 

“And blueberry pie.” 

“And those really juicy hamburgers that the Serving Tray makes.” 

“Where is that thing? I’m going to have to find Jam. You’re making me 
hungry.” 

“Not yet.” Bethany put a hand on Erec’s shoulder. “There’s one thing we have 
to do first.” 

And she kissed him on the lips. Erec was shocked, but not too shocked to kiss 
her back. He could feel the last bits of tension leaving him. All of the worrying 
about the Furies, about the trapped souls, about Spartacus, about his lost siblings, 
about Baskania, about the destruction of Upper Earth, about his loved ones dying 
in Ashona. It was all over now. Finally, he knew, everything was going to be all 
right. 


